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The next person to mention my dead husband’s name was going to end up at the bottom of Drukna Sea.

Even if the witches whispered about him admirably, I couldn’t bear to hear it. Not after listening to the executioners say Drak’s name with so much hatred. The way they threw his name around a dozen fucking times with venomous words sent rage burning through my veins, rising with the rhythm of the oars plunging into the inky dark sea. The longship surged forward from the effort of those who propelled it through the water. I curled my blue, freezing fingers into a fist, and glared at the Grimward shouting at the rowers after daring to say my husband’s name.

“That coward abandoned his throne,” an executioner with a boar’s mask shouted over the rising waves. Lucky for the boar-faced bastard that I didn’t hear him say Drakkar. I only saw the shape of the name on his lips.

The idiot shouted harder, his face turning red despite the frigid weather. “Just more proof that we made the right choice following Queen Silver.”

I ground my molars together, feeling the crunch of bone against bone. I glared at another executioner who’d peeled off his serpent’s mask and nodded in agreement. Fury left me unfocused, staring at the stupid mask these cowards often hid behind. Salt from the ocean’s water had dried in flecks over the melded clay and bone in his hands.

“For the gods,” the serpent-man said. “She’ll win their favor again.”

I scoffed. The gods were selfish, sometimes even cruel. And my sister, the queen, was the last person to earn their good graces.

Waves thrashed against the side of the ship like foamy, chilled fingers splashing me with their touch. With every rock and sway of the creaking longship, seawater drenched me. The chill bit deep as my wet trousers clung to my legs, and the short, aproned dress I wore over the top of them plastered to my chest and arms. Only the leather boots allowed the water to slide off the surface, protecting my feet from the perpetual wetness.

Shivering, I curled within myself and kept my eyes fixed ahead. Beside me, my mother slept, and at the back of the long ship sat one of my closest friends. All three of us had almost survived crossing Drukna Sea—which was a miracle, a blessing, and one of the few pieces of hope I clung to while soaked and frozen, listening to executioners slander the only man I’d ever loved as if he were trash under their boots. The guard at my mother’s side left my nerves frazzled, though.

I internally kicked myself for not noticing earlier. He was always hovering, his reindeer mask gaunt and pointed as it fixed on Laurella. Though he never touched her, he was just there, nearby, and when I asked why, he insisted Queen Silver had assigned him to watch my mother. He said nothing else, and his presence didn’t seem to bother her, so I dropped it, assuming Silver didn’t want our mother escaping to freedom.

I stared out at the other ships that traveled alongside us as they tilted and bobbed in their slow progression toward West Anglor. Drukna stretched on and on behind us, but ahead, I knew we approached land. I could see it, not with my eyes, but with the power I’d taken from Odin. Despite the tormented tales of Drukna Sea—more commonly called The Drowning—the water would end and land would find us again.

Despite my strong desire for land, our obligation as prisoners demanded we fight and raid. A bolt of disgust shot to the pit of my belly, and my heart twitched with the reminder of its weakness. This war was what Queen Silver wanted when she reinstated The Age of Exploration. The objective was to seize the people of West Anglor and transport them to Vylheim. People to till the land, people to feed the vampires, slaves, vessels.

My stomach churned, and it had nothing to do with the sickening sway of the ship. The waters calmed gradually, easing us forward and into the unknown, toward a kingdom our people hadn’t seen in centuries. Hundreds of years ago, Drak and I came here as Rune and Myrah, in our first lives. It was the first raid to find more farmland that later turned into defending against our neighboring country; now I was returning alone.

After releasing a breath, I squinted ahead again, hoping to catch a glimpse of land. I clutched ‌the crystal shard in my fist and brought it to my chest.

“Is a piece of you there?” I whispered to the shard as if Drak could hear me. This was part of him. Part of his soul, anyway, so I liked to believe that he understood me, or felt me, or something. Our souls had been bound lifetimes ago, so I trusted that I'd reach him again as I brought him back to me piece by piece.

This was the only hope that traveling to West Anglor gave me: that the light in this crystal shard would continue to grow brighter and brighter, and that this shard of my husband’s soul would lead me to the place to find the next shard. Little by little, I’d restore him.

I’d bring him back to me.

Together we’d take back the throne and stop this madness: slave and vampire armies, and trying to control the gods.

The sun set behind us, and the dim glow coated the sea with a tint of red, making the water resemble blood. I frowned, and my mind wandered back to Brynhild’s journal, the record of the first attempt at restoring a shattered soul. Her attempt had ended in failure, but Brynhild was a witch, not a witch-turned-god. I could do this with Odin’s power flowing through me. I could bring back the man these asshole executioners denied as their king. But my victory hinged on finding the next shard, and then the next.

My grip tightened around the sharp crystal, just large enough to curl my fingers halfway around it. The shape almost matched the diamond embedded in my wedding ring.

I stared at that damn crystal until my eyes ached and my stomach groaned. I was sick of eating tasteless grey porridge, like sludge or clay that’d melted from the very walls of the castle I used to hate. Now I missed Mara’s Keep. I missed hiding out in that maze of grey and falling asleep in my husband’s arms after we’d both reached the peak of pleasure. The memories were one of my few comforts on Drukna, as if they protected me from the ceaseless wind and the soaking rain, and the seawater. Thoughts of his cock buried deep inside of me, his tongue parting my lips accompanied me. Just the thought of his smirk, and how he’d loved to fuck with me and call me his wife even though our marriage had been fake, comforted me. Regardless of officiality, he was and always would be my husband.

After staring at the crystal, my eyelids slid shut, and I let sleep take me until a flash of something white and glinting from the other side of the thin skin startled me awake. Drak’s soul brightened. I tightened my hold on the crystal, my breath slipping away as the shard gleamed. Or was I imagining it? I stared for so long, desperate to see if it’d do anything else, for something—anything—that proved the glowing I’d sworn I’d seen was real and leading me to the next piece.

“We’re here!” someone shouted.

I snapped my head up as the last of my breath swept from my lungs, and my pulse doubled. A dull brown shape broke up the endless red sea.

Land.

West Anglor.

Not only had we finally arrived, but the piece of Drak’s soul glowed with the proof that I was nearing the next shard. Proof that he was reaching out to me and showing me the way. Our souls were bonded, and this was where he wanted me to go. Here, I’d find another piece of him. According to Brynhild’s journal, the location of the first shard related to his fate at the time of losing his soul. The second was his mind at the most important part of his soul’s existence—before he became a vampire. These were the clues I had to find the next shard.

“Get up!” The Boar shouted. He marched up and down the longship, leering at the witches. “Get up and prepare for battle.”

The serpent laughed, the sound coarse and raspy as he shoved weapons into the witches’ hands. We were expected to be the front line, the bait, the sacrifices before the executioners, armed with both swords and axes, to charge at the people of West Anglor.

“They’ve spotted us,” the Boar said. “Their people stand on the shore. We must be ready.”

“Look alive!” Serpent kicked at my mother’s ankle, and she yelped, scrambling away from him. The guard grunted something unintelligible at Serpent. The antlers on his reindeer mask tilted as he eyed his fellow masked Grimward and waved for him to back up.

Serpent didn’t listen.

I shot to my feet, the crystal shard still in my fist, lifted and poised as if to strike him with it. Serpent only stared down his crooked nose at me, ignoring the silent Reindeer. Serpent didn’t need a mask to look like the slimy, forked-tongue creature he’d chosen for his executioner’s garb.

He coughed a pathetic laugh, baring his yellowing teeth at me. “What are you going to do? Stab me with your rock?”

My lip twitched. “Don’t touch her again.”

Serpent grinned as his boot shot out again, aimed at my mother’s leg. Blinding rage carried me into the next moment.

Only once before had I tapped into this power I’d gained from killing Odin and absorbing his abilities, and only when I became angry enough during a fight would I see my opponent’s actions seconds before they occurred.

Before the tip of his leather-covered toe made contact with my mother, I lifted the heel of my boot and smashed it against his kneecap, stomping hard enough to snap his leg in the wrong direction. A nauseating crack split through the white noise of waves and wind, but it didn’t completely break, because he still stood. I should have kicked harder.

The Serpent went silent with shock and then stumbled back, favoring his good leg. Fury must have masked the pain of his injury because his salt-coated lips curled over wheat-colored teeth and his face contorted. “You little bitch.”

Odin had once given me that same lovely little nickname. I almost smirked. That was before I killed him.

“What the fuck are you doing, Ulfur?” The Boar shouted from his place at the front of the ship. “Land is in sight, focus, you idiot.”

“Drakkar’s stupid little wife decided she wants to start this battle with a broken face.” He leaned forward, as if daring me to spit in his face. “The defected king is rolling over in his grave thinking of how ugly his queen will look with all her front teeth missing.”

“Leave it, Ulfur. She can fight better than the rest, and we want to bring back as many slaves as we can.”

He laughed. “Nah, she lost all her fighting abilities, or else she would have taken her throne back. She’s just another pair of arms and legs to put on the front lines now.” That was what Vylheim believed about me. After seeing me gut so many vampires, they understood I was a huntress, but they never grasped what that meant. The last they’d seen of me was bowing before my sister as she took Drak’s throne, our throne.

“Say his name again,” I spat.

His hand shot out and grabbed my throat. Or it would in one second, according to my power through Odin’s foresight. I let him grab hold of me, letting him believe he had this duel under his control.

“Say. His. Name,” I said, though it was difficult to push out the words as his fingers closed around my throat.

“What the Hel are you talking about?” He seethed.

“Your king. Say his name.”

“He’s not my king.”

“He will be again.”

“Drakkar’s in the dirt⁠—”

I didn’t let him finish because I saw what he was going to do the moment he stopped talking. He would shove me backward so that I’d fall on my ass before him, and despite his injury, he’d then kick me in the face. Apparently kicking was his favorite mode of fighting. The coward.

Before I was out of his reach, I brought my knee up and connected with his groin as hard as I could. Legs really were his weakness today.

He howled in pain, his grip loosening. I shoved his hand off my throat and caught glimpses of him coming toward me in the seconds after he recovered. I darted to the side of his bad leg. To him, I was moving faster than he could think, maybe as fast as a vampire, but my speed was unchanged from that of any basic human. I simply knew exactly where to go to counter his moves.

With as much strength as I could muster, I slammed my shoulder against him, and he stumbled into the side of the longship, hissing like the snake he was. Before he could react, I saw him reaching for the ax at his belt. He’d whip it out at the same time that the waves tilted the ship toward him, which would throw me into him. If I wasn’t careful, the sea would do the work for him, tossing me against the sharp edge of his ax.

Instead, I ducked the blade and used the heel of my free hand to shove him up and over the edge of the ship. With the aid of the tilting wave, he flipped over the side easily, never having a chance to swing at me.

His body landed in the sea with a satisfying splash, and the Boar grunted in frustration.

The fact that we were so close to West Anglor was the only flaw in this plan. Ulfur could easily swim to shore, so The Drowning could not claim him today.

Like the rest of us, Ulfur would end up at the waterline of West Anglor where black and grey clouds hung like a threat. Today, we’d capture hundreds of innocent men and women and take them to serve as vessels and farmers, forcing them to worship Freya and Loki, Thor, and the memory of his father Odin in Silver’s attempt to win favor and control over selfish gods.

And I was powerless to stop them. But not powerless to restore the true king of Vylheim.

Drak and I would take back that throne, just as we’d taken back control of our land from West Anglor hundreds of years ago, when we fought side by side as Rune the warrior and Myrah the shield-maiden.

I lifted the shard still clutched in my fist. Despite the darkness that swept over us as the sun finally dipped below the horizon, the shard burned like the white-hot center of a flame.

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]


Though we sailed through shallow waters now, making a run for it wasn’t an option with the countless executioners at our backs.

“Fight or die,” the Grimward announced, a reminder we didn’t need. Women began stripping their soaked skirts off, revealing the trousers beneath, knowing we’d have to fight. Men forced on the journey shed their sealskins, readying to move freely, to swing swords and axes.

I couldn’t hold my tongue. “How will killing help? The queen needs as many living bodies as possible for sacrifice and feeding her vampires. Where’s the sense?”

His upper lip twitched, and a sheen of sweat caught the sunlight glinting off the sea as his gaze found me. After a moment of silence, his sweaty mouth split into a sickening grin. “I happen to know everyone here has family back in Vylheim. Taking a West Anglan captive will replace their loved one’s sacrifice.” He cocked his head, sparking rage within me because I knew he was right. We had to take a captive if we wanted our families to survive. “Or are you saying witches are cruel enough to let their spouses and young children die?” I opened my mouth to bite back, but it was useless. He spoke over me, and there was nothing I could do to change the course of this raid. “If you turn the weapons on us, trust that you’ll be gutted on the spot. You will be given a shield to protect yourself only after you agree to fight and raid for Queen Silver. Once again, every single one of you is required to return to the ship with a prisoner.”

Everything within me recoiled, but I had to agree to move forward and find Drak’s soul. My people had to agree to survive.

So witches pledged to fight, not only because death was the alternative, but because Silver promised the kingdom a full restoration of serving the gods—something we witches had been denied for several hundred years upon pain of execution.

I stripped off my skirt and sealskin coat, leaving them behind as I stepped over the side of the ship, my trousers keeping my legs from scraping against the oak.

We jumped into the icy water and waded toward land as expected, as prisoners of battle from our own kingdom. Our own men and women held blades out behind us, shouting at us to hunt down the Anglans, fishers, men and women, and children who ran screaming for the protection of their shelters at the sight of us.

My head spun with the skip of my pulse, my weak heart reminding me to heed caution, even if I was unable to die.

We surged out of the water like sea monsters, brandishing blades. Witches were promised not to be executed upon return if we did as we were told: capture farmers and fishers. Capture people who could help rebuild all the crops we’d lost in Thor’s storms. These captives would become more hands to catch fish and hunt wild game. Slaves to Vylheim and souls to appease the gods with human sacrifices, especially for the gods of agriculture.

I glanced at the other witches, and hundreds of villagers, torn from Vylheim and forced to fight. If only they knew the gods weren’t worth a single thought, much less fighting for. I seethed as a familiar face stood out among the rest. Ingrid. Drak’s mother looked frantic and as frightened as everyone else. My fingers tightened around the handle at the back of the heavy shield, instinctively ready to protect her.

The sea surged around us, flowing forward onto the shore as if encouraging us toward our raid, like the water was hungry for battle and blood as it soaked through my skirts, my boots, and down to my bones.

Screams echoed from further up on the shore, and my gaze snapped to West Anglor. I needed to try to protect Ingrid, but when I glanced back, I lost sight of her. The people of Vylheim surged forward, chaotic and crowded, determined to secure their own survival.

I licked salt off my stinging, dry lips and frowned at the fear twisting the witches’ faces, and the shudder of their bodies as they marched forward. Dredging up out of the water, we must have looked like the West Anglors did to the people of Vylheim three hundred and seventeen years ago. Invaders. Terrifying, with a glint of malice off our swords and daggers, spears and axes. Arrows zipped through the air, arcing over our heads from our ships to ignite the fight.

One of our arrows found its target as it embedded right into a man’s spine. Some of the Anglan men stood their ground while others retreated and quickly returned with weapons of their own, some with arrows, others with swords not unlike ours. They loosed arrows erratically and without the organization of our army, but enough still found purchase. One in a witch’s hand, another in a Grimward's throat, just below where his mask didn’t protect him.

As soon as we touched the edge of the sea where water kissed the sand in a foamy line and then receded, many turned and ran for the hills, but it was too late for escape now. We had the fervor to survive, forging us into the warriors Silver wanted—nightmares for our enemies.

We charged forward as another West Anglan man fell with an arrow in each shoulder. One refused to show us his back and ended with an arrow through his eye socket. My stomach lurched as I scanned along the line of witches who’d been taught how to fight during the seven-day sailing trip across the sea. They weren’t exactly skilled, but taking the Anglans by surprise helped enough. The women and children merely ran, and only a few of the men were armed.

Thank the skies and sea that the executioners—now warriors—had learned from Queen Silver that my mother was a legendary seer. She was held back on the ship, armed with a bow and arrow that Reindeer had shown her how to use. Whether she did or not was left to be seen, but they considered her useful enough to keep around for when the new Yggdrasil sprouted. Why not Ingrid? It didn’t make sense unless Silver simply wanted to wipe away any memory of Drak and his family.

Echoing screams filled the air, sharp and ear-splitting amidst the lapping of waves as witches bolted after enemies, holding them at dagger-point, and masked warriors smashed the hilts of their weapons against the enemies’ skulls. Once they were incapacitated, warriors dragged them back to the ships, letting their clothes soak with seawater. When the captors woke, they’d be trapped and bound on a journey to a new kingdom with a raging headache and in the freezing wet misery of The Drowning.

This damn battle happened too slowly and in a blur at the same time. Blood stained the sand, and seawater darkened with the sickly red hue. Those who put up too much of a fight were cut down.

I spun, searching for Ingrid, hoping she grabbed someone quickly and led them back to the ships. That hope dashed on the rocks when I spotted her creased face. She stood helpless and limp in the middle of battle like a lost child.

I pushed toward her, determined to send her back to the ships with no plan other than to beg the guards to let her survive.

Arrows zipped through the air, plunging into the sand, into people. One found landing through Ingrid’s chest. My pulse stuttered, like beating wings in my ears, and a scream ripped through my throat as she stumbled.

I couldn’t let Drak’s mother die. Water licked at my boots as I forced my way along the shoreline and toward her. Another round of arrows crashed down on us as I threw my shield up. It was too heavy, slowing me down. I released a string of curses as I tossed it aside and charged for Ingrid, ready to shield her with a body that couldn’t die.

But I wasn’t fast enough.

Another arrow slammed into her, cutting right through her eye.

I fell at her side, trying to scoop her into my arms.

“Ingrid,” I said. “Drak will need you. I’m bringing him back for you—for us.” Really, this was all for me because I didn’t want to live without the only person willing to tell me the truth. But Ingrid didn’t need to know my selfish reasons. I swore to restore his body and soul, and she’d benefit from her son’s resurrection too. Tears swam in my eyes. I didn’t need to know her well to mourn her. Drak loved her, and that was enough for me. “Please.”

Begging was useless; she was gone. I’d witnessed enough death to know this was as quick and clean as it was horrifying. The arrow punctured through her skull, which meant she didn’t suffer long, at least.

“Get up!” A woman in a raven mask shrieked. The toe of her boot smashed into my ribs and her fingers curled into a fist around my shirt. She dragged me to my feet and threw me forward right as a man crashed into her. I stumbled away, unable to leave Ingrid, but wanting to get away from Raven.

The West Anglan’s eyes flashed the color of Wolfsbane flowers as he fought her. I froze. Never had I seen anyone with violet eyes before. He used nothing but his fists to slam the Raven into the sand. An odd hump crooked at his back, and it seemed he was choking her with inhuman strength. When his head tilted, his ear, oddly shaped and tipped with a sharp point at the top, made my pulse skip. What was he?

Once Raven got a better grip on her ax, she buried it into his skull, and I snapped out of my haze. “Get after them, Witch!” she screamed at me, but my heart only cracked as I stood helpless and Raven got to her feet and shoved me. Ingrid was dead, gone, just like that. Drak wasn’t here to mourn her, and I wasn’t allowed to sit with her.

Unable to chase after the fleeing Anglans, and without a plan to break away from Silver’s warriors, I didn’t move. There was no good option. If I didn’t return with a prisoner of my own, the executioners would torture me. Even seeing moments into the future wouldn’t help me against multiple armed men restraining me and putting a blade to the back of my neck. Likely, Silver hoped that I wouldn’t make it back to Vylheim. Whether I’d grown sick and weakened on the journey, was captured in battle, tortured by our own warriors for defecting, or succumbed to The Drowning, it'd be of no consequence to her in what way I perished. I couldn’t die, but being trapped without breath at the bottom of the sea terrified me even more, knowing it would not be the end of my suffering. It would never end. Until Ragnarok.

Suffering hovered around every corner, so I stood still, letting the battle and blood spill around me. I should have helped the other witches find a way out of this, but I couldn’t see beyond the stained shore or hear anything but the pleas of desperate, terrified men and women and children. Fear clawed through me with the old voices of my frayed nerves.

I closed my eyes, unable to drag a slave or sacrifice back for Silver, but not brave enough to offer myself up for suffering. In the black, I drew slow breaths, listening to the off-rhythm beat of my heart, because even though I’d replaced Odin as one of the gods, I still had the same body flowing with Freya’s tears as my blood. My weak heart would never follow a safe beat.

I let the pungent smell of blood burn in my nose and salty air wash over me with a sting. I’d been here hundreds of years ago, but I wasn’t alone, and our purpose wasn’t to support a vampire army, but to defend Vylheim and expand our exploration efforts. Back then, Drak stood beside me.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

If I succeeded in restoring his soul and life, he’d come back to a world without his mother. I didn’t want to think of what I’d do the day my mother passed. Agony pricked at my heart, and I reached into the pocket of my trousers and wrapped my hand around the shard of Drak’s soul.

The only thing I could do now was find the next shard. I owed that much to him—to restore his soul so that in his human passing someday, he could be reunited in the afterlife with his mother.

I grounded myself with the feel of Drak’s shard. This piece of his soul had led me here as much as the ship that carried me across the sea. I’d failed to save his mother, but I wouldn’t fail him. Something happened on this shore that sent a piece of his soul here.

What could it have been?

This wasn’t only centuries ago, but lifetimes. Even though my memories had come back just before Drak died in the fight against Odin, I didn’t immediately remember everything from our first life, but being back here helped.

The raid at this shore all those years ago was the first time Rune, and I truly fought side by side. We were just teenagers, barely adults yet and certainly not married. Since we were children and friends who played at battle, we’d prepared for a raid like this our whole lives, even if his father’s focus was building ships and fishing, and I came from a family of farmers. Growing up together in a world at war shaped us into the warrior and shield-maiden we longed to become.

We’d have done anything to defend our farms, our home, even give up our lives.

It’d been a quick fight, one that exerted our dominance in battle and sent a message to West Anglor that we were not to be ignored. What about this simple raid had been the most important moment of Rune’s life?

My head suddenly wrenched backward, my neck nearly snapping as fingers grabbed a fistful of hair. Though my braids were wrapped tightly against my head with little to pull at, someone had buried their hands in it. My eyes shot open, and a yelp escaped me as I was bent back, staring up at the night sky smattered with crystalline stars.

A shadow cast over me, blocking the icy moon’s glow, and a serpent’s mask hissed in my face, his breath stinking of rot.

“No prisoner, eh?” He breathed, and I heaved at the odor. Bile filled my throat, and I wanted to spit it at him. “So you want to die? You should have just let me kill you on the ship.”

The glint of his dagger reflected the moonlight, but he’d yet to lift it to my throat. This would happen in the next three seconds if I didn’t do something. These moments of the future gave me an extra breath to react. Before he raised it, I yanked the crystal from my pocket and smashed it against his temple. He howled and released me. Off balance, I fell back against the ground. Despite the bed of sand, the wind knocked from my lungs, and I gulped desperate breaths as Serpent quickly recovered.

Blood trickled from where the sharp shard had bit into his slimy flesh. I should have paid closer attention to him as he stumbled toward me again, but the shard gleamed as brightly as the stars, burning whiter and more brilliantly as I twisted to the left. Even with flecks of Serpent’s blood on the crystal, it shimmered with such beauty and hope that I didn’t care about my attacker.

A piece of Drak’s soul was close. So damn close, and glowing like the promise of the stars.

Serpent stood over me with his dagger clenched in his white-knuckled fist and pointed directly at my heart. I should have seen this moment before it happened, but the shard called to me. Drak called to me with the warmth of the crystal against the frigid elements. Even in death, Drak was keeping my blue fingers from freezing entirely.

But the chill was the least of my worries. The executioner was upon me, looking every bit the role he’d played back in Vylheim, hunting and beheading witches, but he’d traded his heavy sword for a simple dagger.

Before his blade came down, someone else crashed into him. Someone with a familiar, kind face that sparked hope rising within me.

“Axel?” The name of Drak’s former advisor slipped from my lips. I didn’t know he’d been forced on this journey across the sea, but I should have. Of course, Silver wouldn’t allow someone loyal to King Drakkar to remain in her kingdom.

Axel was bound to this duty the same as the witches, but instead of fighting those whose kingdom we invaded, he’d saved me.

His salt and pepper hair and beard were a stark contrast to Serpent’s muddy brown hair, and though Axel was much‌ older than all the other warriors, he had a skill with sword fighting that none of them could even dream of. He’d sparred with a vampire king for many years, and if fighting a creature as fast and strong as a vampire hadn’t made him a superior swordsman, his decades of training the executioners under the Blood Council had.

While they fought, I rolled to my feet only to be grabbed by another pair of hands. I spun around with my dagger in one hand and the crystal in the other, ready to slam one of them against my attacker’s face, but I stopped myself as soon as I saw her.

Stasia’s blond curls blew around her face, though it appeared she’d tried to tie them back with a string. “Come with me,” she said, her voice breathless. “Back to the ships.”

“What?” We’d be executed if we returned empty-handed. Though Stasia wasn’t a witch, she was known as one who’d conspired with witches before. Plus, it was no secret she’d plotted to steal the throne for years now, before Silver even took it from Drak. “We can’t⁠—”

She shook her head. “Finan will help us.” The man she’d followed here, a wolf-masked executioner who’d been forced into the role years ago, was apparently our ticket to survival based on the hope that brightened her oversized jade eyes. “He’ll give us a pass. He says they’ll capture enough people that they’ll easily lose count. He’ll lie for us, but we have to go right now before more of the Masked return.” She used the derogatory name for the executioners, even though Finan was one of them.

I let her tug me a few steps through the sand as I glanced from the ship she pointed at with Finan standing guard in his wolf’s mask, to the burning shard, to Axel, who’d knocked out Serpent only to be locked into a fight against two Anglan men.

The enemy finally fought back, flooding the sand in their desperation to defend their kingdom before we kidnapped more of their people.

Drak’s soul glinted brighter, demanding my attention. I halted at the foot of a dead Anglan woman.

“Lux, come on!” Stasia nearly pulled my arm out of its socket.

I resisted. “You go. Go!”

“This is the only chance⁠—”

“I know, but Drak is here.” My gaze flicked to the shard, and hers followed. Recognition dawned with the softening of her face. “I mean, a piece of him.” And one of his favorite people. I snapped my attention to Axel, who was putting up a good fight, but holding his own against two men would eventually wear him down if someone didn’t intervene. Giving Stasia a grateful yet grim smile, I wriggled free from her grasp. “Let me go.”

Hurt haunted her beautiful eyes, but she said nothing as she turned and ran.

Before the second man slashed the tip of his sword across Axel’s tunic, I charged at him, my dagger ready. Too focused on their opponent, they didn’t see me coming, and I had an opening to strike at his ear. My blade left him bloody and falling back. Axel smashed the hilt of his sword into the man’s face, knocking him out cold as he went limp over the wet sand.

The second man fled before we could take him captive, and I could finally breathe again.

“Thank you, my queen,” Axel said. “But you were supposed to run with the cook.” He referred to Stasia’s old duty at Mara’s Keep. “I saw her coming to help you.”

“But you needed help.”

“I’m just an old man willing to die for his queen, but you have to walk away from this. Lux, you must stay safe. Your freedom is our salvation.” His voice grew desperate, something ‌I’d never heard from this poised, confident man. He maintained a calm and controlled demeanor at all times.

“What do you mean?”

“Drakkar would have wanted me to protect you. He would have wanted you to walk free, Queen Lux.” He still referred to me as his queen, however inaccurately, however blasphemously. My marriage to the king of Vylheim had never been real since we sealed our vows with hidden pig’s blood instead of our own. Even knowing this, Axel considered me Drak’s wife from that moment on because Drak had called me his wife every chance he got.

West Anglans on massive horses and armed with lances crested the hill and scattered across the shore. Axel’s eyes were wide as he pulled them from the battle to fix on me. “Whatever you do, don’t get captured, don’t fall in battle. Vylheim can’t lose you.”

‌I stepped back, as if Drak himself begged me to run. The shard burned so bright white it ripped my gaze away from Axel and back to my hand. My pulse skipped too many times in a row, and black spots dotted my vision before I sucked in a breath and steadied myself.

A memory struck me, triggered by Axel’s words, and flashing in a single blink of my eyes. This was the reason Drak’s soul marked this moment as his most important memory.

I’d fallen in battle.

Details filled in with enough fervor that I lost all sight of the present battle and relived the past. The world of today melted away as I held my breath and recalled being on this shore with Rune so many years ago. When I was a young woman hiding behind a shield pierced by dozens of enemy arrows. In the memory, I suffered the slash of a sword across my back; Rune knew I’d die. The enemy had come up behind us, and though they weren’t silent in their heavy armor, they had horses back then too, cavalry that could barrel through our shield wall with hooves and lances. Our fighters recovered quickly, cutting the enemy down from their mounts, but there were plenty of casualties too.

I held fast to the shield, but was losing blood too quickly. The world swayed beneath me, and I could not stand against the man who threw himself at my shield. Though we fell in a heap, I bashed the wooden shield against his skull, but it wasn’t until Rune came for me that the weight of the man’s limp body lifted from me. Weak and losing consciousness, Rune rolled me onto my side and tried to staunch the flow of blood.

“Don’t die on me, Myrah!” he screamed.

“Leave me,” I told him wearily. But he wouldn’t.

He didn’t.

“I love you too much to leave.” Tears pricked his eyes.

And for the first time since we were children, I’d said it back. “I love you, Rune.”

I relived hours of a centuries-old battle in the sweep of one breath as the current battle surged around me, somehow still tasting his real name on my tongue as the present day fell heavy on my shoulders.

This was his most treasured memory because I told him I loved him.
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Iblinked away the memory and gritted my teeth at the sight of the present-day battle. Blood sprayed as often and as heavy as Drukna’s mist.

Stay safe.

First, I had to stay safe, and then I could restore the next shard.

I followed Axel’s advice and bolted along the waterline for the cover of trees, thanking the sky and stars that the crystal still glowed warmer, guiding me. I believed this change in temperature was Drak reaching out to me, telling me where to go, how to find the pieces of him. So I followed with my whole heart.

I didn’t have to stand in the exact spot where Drak’s most important moment had happened, and deciding on the word I needed to use to create a new rune and reveal the shard was easy enough. This was about love. My chest squeezed painfully. We didn’t have enough time together in the first life, and definitely not in this life, but I knew love ever since Rune and I became friends.

I stumbled forward, dragging my boots from the foamy wet line of the shore to dry sand. Clashing steel didn’t ring as loudly in my ears as I distanced myself from the ships far enough to stay out of the fight, but not so far that I couldn’t make it back to Stasia and Finan, and Axel before our fleet left. Back to Vylheim. Home, if I had one. I prayed I’d return in time before the ships were too far for me to swim to.

Vylheim was the closest I knew of home because it was the place I’d met Drak, and where I learned to weave tapestries and to fight. Vylheim held the history of my people, the stories of our gods, and the sagas that told of our existence.

That was as close to home as I would get.

I’d only leave here once I had another piece of his soul.

Breath stripped away from my lungs, burning deep in my chest with every additional step. Running freed me and imprisoned me in ways I couldn’t explain. My body could never keep up, but I relished the feel of a challenge.

Another pair of pounding footsteps joined mine. I twisted, daring a glance over my shoulder as a string of curses slipped out of me. Staying safe was going to be a Hel of a lot harder with an armed man at my heels. He carried a weapon that clearly did not belong to him, not with the runes carved into the ax’s wooden handle.

Thick sand made it difficult to run, and yet the clean-shaven Anglan with wild eyes closed the distance between us.

“Get away from them!” He half-snarled, half-begged. His breathless voice was a mix of fear and bravado and I didn’t know to whom he referred. I was running from the battle.

Reaching out, his fingers brushed my elbow. I yelped and yanked away from him. With my eyes fixed on the trees, I promised myself a moment of rest once I made it into the shadows. I could at least push him off ‌me and hide in the brush.

Movement shifted between the trees. Small bodies, hidden behind trees, darted from crouching in the darkness. The closer I came, the clearer the situation became. Women and children using the trees as cover fled from me.

My lungs were on fire, but Axel had made me promise that I would make it out of this. My pursuer presumably wanted me away from the women and children, so I dodged to the right, bolting toward the water. Back beyond the battle, longships bobbed at the shore in my wake, and I could see a woman with bright blond curls pulled out of the water and lifted into one of the ships. Likely by Finan.

Though I’d changed course, the man did not stop this chase. Instead, he gained on me, raising the ax to swing once he got close enough. The blade whooshed down and caught at the hem of my aproned tunic. Fabric tugged and ripped as I lunged away from him, but his attack was enough to throw me off balance as I flung myself from his reach. My foot lost purchase, and I fell with a squelching thud into thick, wet sand.

Seeing the angle with which he’d swing the ax again moments before he brought it down, I rolled onto my back the opposite way.

The man stood over me, heaving as he gripped the base of the ax. Now that I faced him with moonlight washing over him, I saw he was only a teenager. He shared those strange ears like the others, and something like a growth protruded against the shirt on his back. It appeared as if someone had cut the shell open at the top and sewed it into the shape of a sword’s tip.

Curiosity and confusion muted my fear as I considered what this bodily mutilation must have meant for their culture. My heart pricked. We’d raided an entire community with traditions and customs, rituals and families, love and a unique faith. This person ready to gut me was merely a young man defending his family, just as Rune and I had the first time we came here. Though he wasn’t exactly large or threatening, I didn’t doubt that wrestling the weapon away from him would be another failure of mine, but I had to make him drop it.

He hefted the too-large ax over his head, his skinny arms shaking with the effort. In exactly one breath from now, he would hack at me, so I had to react now.

A wave unfurled over the shore, kissing my head and shoulders, and reminding me that the ships were close enough to make a run for it. But then I’d be leaving Drak behind, and the piece of Rune that wanted nothing more than to hear me confess that I’d loved him.

I drew a sharp breath and pulled my leg back to kick him. The moment he readied to swing at me, I slammed the heel of my boot against the solid cap of his knee. Bone snapped, and when he lost hold of the ax, I dodged.

Another wave spilled over us as I scrambled to my feet and he fell to his knees. The wave drew back, quickly claiming ownership of the ax. Hurting him felt wrong. He was only trying to protect his people.

So I sucked in a long breath and jogged up the shore again. My wet clothes clung to me. Shivering, I glanced back at the ships before stepping into the cover of trees. I couldn’t get any colder, but in the shadows, I convulsed more violently.

Snapping twigs and shuffling feet signaled that not everybody had abandoned their hiding places the first time I ran for the trees.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I whispered into the night. A small body with those same tipped ears darted out from behind a tree and disappeared deeper into the darkness. I didn’t blame them for running. Behind me, the men and women I’d arrived with were gutting their friends and throwing their family, bound or held at knifepoint, into our ships, and I’d just smashed the knee of the boy trying to steer me away from them.

The shard hummed in my fist with a warm and bright, ethereal comfort.

I turned my hand over. Clumps of wet sand and dark blood muddied the brilliant crystal, but it looked as beautiful as ever as it beckoned my attention from the sickening sounds of battle.

As children, Rune and I played at a battle not unlike the one unfolding before me. We dreamed of defending and expanding our village. And then years went by. We grew into ‌young men and women, and our dreams became more about touching one another in every way we could explore.

We trained to return to West Anglor and make a stand against the kingdom that threatened to claim our land. Before embarking, we sat in the sand, Rune scraping his hands through it and watching the beige grains run through his fingers, faster and faster as the weight of the world pulled the sand back to the beach.

“Whatever happens, Myrah, we’ll be there together,” he’d said.

I never asked how that was possible if one of us ended up dying that day.
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Screaming ripped me from the past, and I was grateful for it. Safety demanded I stay in this moment because the cover of trees didn’t promise protection.

Axel was only ten feet away. Moonlight glinted off his sword as he brought the hilt down against the skull of a man who’d thrusted a knife at his belly. When the enemy collapsed, Axel abandoned the man rather than dragging him back to the longship.

While masked warriors threw women over their shoulders and carried them into the water, or stuck their weapons at the backs of men who’d tried to fight back, Axel fought to keep them away from me, and himself alive. All of them. Anglans, warriors from Vylheim, the enemies on both sides.

I squeezed my eyes shut and thought of what I’d learned from Brynhild’s journal. With my mother’s help, I learned how to call forth a shard of Drak’s soul from the ether.

The first part was done for me. I stood where his most important moment had occurred. Now I needed to create a rune based on the piece of the soul I was restoring and a word that represented this memory.

Meaning and love.

My eyes popped open, and I used the tip of the glowing shard to press against my palm. The soft flesh was riddled with bumps and stretched skin from the last time I scarred myself to produce a piece of Drak’s soul.

I swallowed a cry as the sharp shard broke the skin. Blood flowed to the surface, pooling in my palm as I cut the shape of the rune Mannaz, for meaning. Biting my lip, I pressed the shard into my hand again, now drawing two crossed lines over one another and on top of the other rune. Salty air stung the open wound. Before I lost my nerve, I squeezed my fingers over the new rune and bled into the earth.

I had no clue how the shard would present itself this time. When I found the first piece of his soul, I’d bled into the sea and then the crystal bobbed to the water’s surface.

Now, nothing happened.

“Hel,” I breathed. “I’m doing this the same way I did last time, so why isn’t it working? I know this is right because the shard is so bright.” The sounds of the battle echoed my frustration. “This has to be right!”

The dark blood produced nothing but a stain on the sand and earth, another bloodstain among many.

I snapped my chin up, scanning the battle that quickly swung in our favor. The Anglan men that came to fight back began fleeing—those still alive, and not taken as captives, anyway. The masked warriors slowly came together from their scattered places and trudged back into the sea toward the ships.

“Come on,” I begged. “Drak, give me something. Some kind of sign. Please!”

I switched the shard into my bleeding hand, and though it hurt like Hel, I squeezed harder, as if this was Drak’s hand and he could squeeze back.

I had no idea what I expected to happen. Maybe that the shard would form from the sand, like lightning striking the shore creates glass, but nothing came from the ground where I bled.

Holding up the shard, I watched as the shore emptied behind my fist. The beach was nothing but lifeless bodies strewn on the sand now, dark and empty and quiet as the waves lapped.

The only people I cared for in this world set sail in ships now crowded with twice as many bodies. From here, I could see Stasia and Finan scanning the shore, searching for me.

“What’s not right about this?” I whispered. “What am I missing?”

I must have lost my mind, because I spoke to the shard as if it were Drak himself. And it was, in a way, right? Hel, I didn’t know, but saying it aloud comforted me.

The warmth radiating from the crystal had to mean something, because it ebbed and flowed, heating with a definite simmer when I breathed my thoughts aloud over it.

“I remember the first time I told you I loved you,” I said. But that memory was missing something. Even then, as Myrah, I’d held the truth too close to my chest, living a lie because I was too afraid to say it before we were going into our first raid.

What if one of us didn’t make it out alive? Something about admitting my deepest feelings felt like a curse upon us. That if I said it aloud, fate would rip us away from one another. And it had—no, the gods had separated us—but not at that first raid, not until years later. Years before that were wasted without me just having fucking said it back to him. I drew a shuddering breath and pressed the warm shard to my forehead. “But I have to confess something, Drak. That wasn’t when I knew. I loved you so much sooner. I loved you as a person when you defended Kayn. The first time I ever saw you. And then I fell in love with you when you told me we’d always be together before we even left Vylheim.”

Tears pricked my eyes, and my knuckles went white as I held firmly to the crystal.

It burned brightly, and then, pressing against my hand, the shape expanded, pushing harder against the resistance of my closed fist. My confession worked because the truth was what he needed.

I loosened my grip and let his soul swell to twice its original size. My heart seemed to grow with it as it bulged up into my tight throat, and with the second shard in place, I shot to my feet.

One last time, I looked at the shore where Ingrid lay between scattered bodies and receding sand. “I’m sorry,” I breathed, unsure if I said it to Ingrid or Drak.

Only the wind responded, so I fixed my sights on Drukna, and those damn curls at the back of the boat. Blond and like a beacon of hope in the dark waters, Stasia scanned the shore, her arm waving as she spotted me.

Finan had better let me on that ship.
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Drak

Like the shadows of a forest or the depths of Drukna Sea, darkness surrounded me. All-encompassing and aggravating as this existence taunted me, reminding me that I had no way to contact the voice that called for me.

Her voice.

Myrah.

Fuck, I hated not doing anything. That was my first thought after remembering my wife. I hated being stuck here. Wherever here was. Valhalla? I didn’t hear the clash of swords or the laughter of drunken men and women. I couldn’t smell the mouth-watering mixture of roasted pig and wheaty citrus of fresh ale. I smelled nothing, felt nothing, saw nothing.

My existence was grey, like the stone walls of Mara’s Keep—the last place I’d called home, though it’d never felt like one until I found Myrah again and brought her back there.

Except now she went by Lux. My Lux.

My wife.

I died in her arms, but she didn’t forget me. The skald, obsessed with history and sagas as much as I was obsessed with her, wouldn’t let me stay dead, and of course she wouldn’t because we promised to always be together.

Gods, how I wanted to claw my way to her…to crawl through the grey, but I had no hands with which to pull myself, no body to move, and damn if this wasn’t the worst moment of my existence, because even if I could find her, she wouldn’t hear me or feel me. Not being able to move toward her might break me.

Her voice cut through my self-pity.

“What’s not right about this?” Lux asked.

When she spoke to me, I leaned into it with my entire consciousness reaching for her voice like an animal’s instinct to find water—its source of life and survival. But that was all I could do. Nothing more, nothing less, just listen and wait.

“What am I missing?”

Her question pulsed around me, not heard, but absorbed, like a piece of her was within my soul.

The truth. My thoughts reached for her again. You’re missing the truth.

And when she confessed that she’d loved me since we were children, I swore my soul shattered all over again, because I couldn’t tell her I’d loved her since she’d created a saga for my father after his passing. We were only eleven when a raid claimed his life. When the Anglan king rode into battle against Old Skaldir and trampled my father’s skull under the cavalry’s hooves. She was only a kid when she sat before the fire and told our entire village a version of his life woven with the gods and fates and glory, to keep his memory alive.

I couldn’t pull her into me and tell her I’d always known about her love for me. A girl doesn’t create an entire saga to remember the father of a little village boy unless she cares deeply for him.

There was no me. Not without her.

Waiting for her to find me was definitely the hardest thing I’d ever done, but at the very least, I could reach out to her, and if I could understand her words and thoughts, maybe she could hear mine.

Hear me, Lux. Our souls are one.

“I’m sorry,” she said. I didn’t know how, but I understood Lux’s sorrow. I felt it and heard her. Our souls were connected. Across time and space, we’d found each other again in this life. That had to mean our souls were connected and our minds could reach one another—at least when she kept my soul close. When it was in her hands, I heard her thoughts wracked with grief and knew why. My mother had passed away.

I never expected my mother to survive Silver’s reign, because Ingrid was too powerful, and Silver never liked witches, even as a little girl. Now, Ingrid was free of the torment in her mind and the confusion and fear it brought her daily. Now she was in Folkvangr or Valhalla.

It’s okay, Skald, it was her time.

Lux’s grief immediately softened, and I knew, my soul recognizing hers; she understood me.
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Lux

The slow rise and fall of the longship lulled me into a dangerous and tempting sense of safety. Fabled and feared for drowning those who tried to cross it, Drukna was unusually calm. The wind didn’t thrash at my stinging cheeks, and water didn’t splash over the sides and drench us.

Best of all, the Grimward were placated with their spoils. The hundreds of men and women they captured to bring back as Silver’s sacrifices was a sickening victory, but they weren’t trying to piece out who’d returned with a captive and who hadn't, which meant they weren’t killing any of us. For now.

I’d stayed safe, just as Axel told me to.

And I was headed home with half of Drak’s soul buried deep in my pocket. I suspected the other half of this restoration lay in wait on the other side of the sea, in Vylheim, where most of Rune’s memories took place and where Drak had lived most of his life.

Each of these little victories warmed me like layers of wool beneath sealskin. Even though it was stupid to relax right now, I took the opportunity to rest, curling into myself knowing that my mother was safe in the middle of the ship where the rocking waves felt less intense. And Stasia sat nearby, alive and at Finan’s side; even Axel had been placed on the same ship as us for the return journey. I hadn’t been surrounded by this many people I cared for since I lived in Skaldir with Ragna and Rolf, long before my mother was exiled.

I let my eyes slide shut for the dozenth time. In the two days of travel since the raid, I was only awake long enough to drink from my leather pouch. Fighting always drained me, and with safety finally allowing me to rest, I found I could only remain alert for a few minutes at a time, even if I wanted to question Axel's cryptic remark about my freedom being their salvation.

Or talk to my mother.

Or express my gratitude for Stasia’s friend.

A gratifying hum escaped me as I sank toward unconsciousness again, thinking only of how grateful I was to be alive. Thank the fates for Finan. Never did I think a man in a wolf’s mask would be my savior. I didn’t expect to trust any of the executioners. Many hadn’t chosen a life of hunting witches for the Blood Council, yet they still cut off the heads of women I knew and loved. While I could understand their focus on survival and wouldn't fault them for it, my dislike for them remained.

But after Finan threatened the Grimward to accept me back onto the ship without a prisoner of my own, and late, too, I respected the Hel out of him.

He betrayed the other Grimward, and it could have cost him his life.

Drak would have been grateful for how Finan protected me, how all of them had. I couldn’t have made it back to the ship without Axel’s fighting and Stasia’s insistence. The soft waves pulled me under further, and for the first time since Drak last held me, I was almost at peace.

Part of me couldn't shake the unease about what awaited us in Vylhem, wondering where I could find the next shard. The first two had been simple enough: Drak’s fate and his mind, but his identity was trickier. Who was Drak, really? Not merely a man, not simply a monster, and certainly no mindless warrior for the gods. He’d been different from the others who wielded swords and axes in Odin’s honor.

These thoughts melted into fickle dreams, and the blurred shape of his face swam before me. Blinking, I tried to make out the details of his features. A single silver-blue eye as cold as the ice that coated the fjords in mid-winter, and his other eye, frosty-white and unseeing because of the damage done to it by a witch. The dark hair on the back of his head, still as long and untamed as it was before he died, was now full of life with its thick texture where the shaven parts of his skull had grown out. Black-ink tattoos peeked out from beneath the collar of his tunic like claws. The tips of Yggdrasil’s branches snaked up and over his collarbone, reaching as if to scratch at his neck, and though his beard was thick, it didn’t entirely hide the scars that cut along his jaw.

My heart fluttered as the dream shifted, and I suddenly felt his hard chest pressed behind me. I twisted and looked up at him, my eyes likely wide and as desperate as a small animal seeking shelter.

Behind him lay an indistinct world under a vast grey sky. Rising and falling, we moved with the sea’s flow, his body against my curled back, and his hand seeking to tip my chin back toward him. My neck twisted as I let the direction of his hand guide me.

Except I couldn’t feel it. He touched me, and I felt nothing but the brush of rough fabric, or perhaps a slice of scratchy sea wind. Still, I willed this dream version of myself to turn and straddle his lap, and I focused on nothing but what it would feel like to have his finger trace along my jaw, even if it didn’t work.

Though this was just a dream, I wanted to hope this was what the power our bound souls could do. I wanted to believe it was more.

“I’m here,” he said, his mouth cutting into a delicious grin. I said nothing back. What was I supposed to say to a fake version of my husband? This wasn’t him, but an amalgamation of my own memories and hopes. “Lux.” His eyes were steel, as sharp as a blade and glinting with ruthless determination. That was exactly how I remembered Drak, so it was no wonder that my dream created this. “I’m actually here. Our souls are bound to one another. Can you feel it?” His finger traced my jawline, and I only knew because I saw his hand moving out of the corner of my eye. A shudder coursed through me. “Not all of me, of course, but this is my mind. I’m here with intention, and this is how I’d touch you if my body were here too.”

I laughed, but it was raw and heavy in my throat. “This dream is going to get dirty, isn’t it?”

There was that delicious smile again, as wicked as it was inviting. “Do you want it to?”

“Why not? There’s nothing more to this.” A hitch caught in my throat. How badly I wanted a soul bond to be the truth.

“There is. Let me prove it to you. When you wake up, my soul will be burning hot. I’ll make sure of it by focusing my every thought on this.” Before I could respond, his fingers slid to my throat where they clutched firmly. Only the faintest feeling tightened at my neck, like his hold was that of a ghost.

Is it really you?

Yes. But I can’t actually touch you. That is a dream.

Tears pricked my eyes, but he didn’t let me dwell on it too long. I could hear him, but I couldn’t touch him, and maybe he wanted to save me from the torture of this realization. Somehow, I knew what he wanted me to do, so my body followed his pull, and our mouths crashed together. Like warm wind brushing over my lips, I soaked in every hint of ‌sensation from his kiss. His tongue traced the roof of my mouth, beckoning me into him as I perched on his lap, with my legs on either side of his hips and my thighs closed in around his torso.

The taste of salt and honeyed wine lingered from his kiss when he broke away long enough to slip the furs off my shoulders. Then he lifted the aproned tunic over my head, and I was left with nothing but a thin shirt with sleeves that draped over my hands. His palm brushed down the front of me, pausing on my tightening nipple, chilly and alert from his touch. A touch that grew firmer and more solid as I allowed myself to fully sink into this dream.

His cock hardened beneath me, evident by the firm growth pressing harder and harder against my stomach.

Instinctively, I ground myself against him. Slick warmth pooled between my legs, and I silently cursed ‌the damn trousers that separated us. I wanted to strip down to nothing, letting the wind that I could no longer feel wash over my bare body before I ripped his clothes off and eased onto his cock, one inch at a time, as I relished the heat of his body and his thickness spreading me more and more open.

“Eager, aren’t you?” he teased me. I didn’t realize I’d pushed with more force against him. My hand buried beneath the collar of his tunic with my palm splayed across his tattooed chest, and the other played with my own breast, my thumb drawing over my nipple to heighten the sensations since I could hardly feel him.

But I felt enough to want more.

“For you?” I said. “Yes.”

“There she is,” he breathed, his voice low, gravelly, a sound that was basically begging ‌me to free his cock and slide down the length of it. I needed that. Hel, I didn’t know if I could survive without it. “My needy wife, greedy for me to fill her. That’s who you are, isn’t it, Lux? A slut for me.”

I groaned. “Ugh, yes.” He was the only one who ever spoke to me this way and survived. I let him take total control of me and degrade me because I knew he’d lift me back up to a pedestal. He’d carry me to the throne and place me on it, bowing before me if he could.

I knew what was coming next.

His breath brushed over my ear, sending shivers through my entire body with the slightest sensation. “You like it when I grab you and choke you. When I pin you down and demand that you think of me and only me.”

“Yes,” I said, my voice revealing the hunger I had for exactly that, because when Drak treated me like his personal source of desire, to use and then worship, I only wanted more.

Even just the pressure of his cock against my clit left me panting and wanting to grind harder. Clothes be damned, between the friction of my desire and desperation, I was going to find pleasure.

“Hel, Lux, just looking at you so hungry for me is enough.” He groaned, releasing a few curse words. “I wish I could come with you.”

I stopped. “This is a dream; we can do anything we want.”

He smirked for a second before frustration quickly wiped it clean off his face. “This is really me. But I have no body with which to give you pleasure, and I fucking hate that. I would do anything to make you come.”

“Then just talk me through it.”

The smirk ghosted across his mouth again before his eyes darkened. “Then listen to every word I say. You are my queen, who needs to sit on her throne, but for right now, you’re nothing more than my toy. Do you understand?”

I nodded, letting my eyes slide shut. The dream became a swimming, rocking, blurred feeling again, but Drak’s voice was as clear as his crystal soul.

“First, say you’re mine,” he demanded. I quickly obeyed my king. “Now, tell me you’ll do anything I want. In this dream, you’ll let me use you in any way I please. Isn’t that right?” Nodding, I offered myself to him in a slur of words I could hardly control. “Good girl. Reach beneath the fabric of your tunic and pinch your perky little nipple. Harder, Lux. Pinch it until the pain turns into pleasure.”

I groaned, doing exactly what he said with the fervor of the needy wife he said I was.

“Now trace the outside of your cunt, but don’t touch your clit yet. Close in on it, slowly, lightly. Tease yourself. That’s too fast. Slower.” I was aching, my clit tense with anticipation as I drew closer to the pleasure of finally swirling my fingers around it. His voice dropped lower. “Don’t touch it, greedy girl.”

“Drak—”
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“Not yet.”

“Please.”

“Run your fingers along your cunt, putting just enough force to dip inside.” Shivers rippled through me as I split myself open, gathering slick wetness over the tips. “Now take your wet fingers and touch it.” Every nerve in my body lit up with pleasure from the simple light touch of my fingers. “Slide your fingers over it and imagine my cock filling you.”

It was too much, and exactly enough at the same time. Teasing and anticipation pushed me so close to the edge that I came after touching my clit only the second time. Breath stole away from me, and I shuddered as relief flooded me.

“Gorgeous fucking queen you are, Lux,” he crooned. “A goddess.”

When the wave of pleasure receded, I sucked in the sweet air of a perfect dream, and my eyes stung not from the sea salt, but the burn of emotion behind them. Tears welled, pooling in my sight and pricking painfully. The desire for the dream to last longer and end quickly warred within me. It was a tease, not truly being with him, and yet I never wanted this hazy, dreamlike version of him to leave me because it was all I had.

“Drak, I miss you so much,” I whispered.

“I know, Skald.”

A crack split down the center of my heart, and my pulse paused and then skittered. Even after what felt like two lifetimes, the old nickname he used for me continued to call out to me. Rune knew me, Drak found me, and the best thing about him was that he understood me: that I was a storyteller who craved epic tales and historical accounts—the kind that preserved the legacy of our people and immortalized those who deserved to be celebrated. Everyone deserved to be seen and remembered.

A heavy sob crackled in my voice. “I wish you were here.”

“I am. I promised we’d always be together one way or another, so trust me when I say that these are my words, not your imagination. And...” He fell silent, his mouth clamped shut. A look of concern creased his brow, and his lips turned down. “Fuck. You don’t believe me, do you?”

“Drak,” I said. “This is my dream, and I want to see you happy.” I could control this, right?

Wrong.

Drak’s frown deepened. “You don’t believe me because this infiltration of your mind is just like what the gods did when they were messing with your thoughts. I’m like the damn selfish gods.”

“No—”

“I shouldn’t be in your head, Lux.”

“But you always have been. When I’m needy and aching for you, you have always been able to hear my thoughts, right? Don’t leave me.”

He didn’t argue this. Falling silent, his throat bobbed with a hard swallow. “Fine. But you’ll tell me if this is too much?”

The crack in his voice revealed that this wasn’t just a dream. I could hear him. I finally fully believed that this was more than my imagination. Drak was speaking to me from somewhere beyond this world. I’d restored his mind, and this part of him had found me. Even in death and the ether of non-existence, he’d found a way.

“It’s really you,” I breathed.

“It’s really me.”

“How can we keep talking like this?”

He sucked air through his teeth. “I don’t know. Our souls hold a connection. I can hear you speak aloud and your thoughts intermittently.”

I smirked. “When I need you?”

He laughed. “Not only then. I think it is when you touch my soul. Keep it close to your skin when you can.”

“But what if I want to hear you?”

“I’m sorry, Skald. I don’t know.”

“Then I don’t want to wake up again⁠—”

Icy water dumped over me and ripped me from the dream. I jolted forward with my back peeling off the ship’s rough wooden ledge, and I shrieked as I nearly slammed my forehead against a man’s crotch. Craning my neck, I scowled up at the asshole standing over me while I sat soaked in frigid water and shivering. A wolf’s mask tilted to the side, and bright green eyes stared at me from beneath the bone-white mix of skull and clay. Finan held an empty fishing bucket dripping with seawater.

I opened my mouth to curse at him, or question him, or something. The fates knew I shouldn’t curse at the man who helped me, but the shock of the icy seawater didn’t just piss me off, it ripped me away from Drak.

Finan dropped to a crouch and raised his finger to his lips, visible because the mask cut off below his nose. “Pretend that I’m scolding you. Look afraid, not angry.” The Grimward’s loud laughter was a stark contrast to his soft whisper.

My brain struggled to catch up with the situation. I glanced at the other Grimward members as they poured ale and enjoyed the calm waters, drinking and eating their fill of the salted fish while the captives and witches went hungry and thirsty. If only Hel herself could come and drag them to the underworld. With Odin’s powers, could I call upon her to do such a thing? The thought skittered away when Finan spoke again.

“Look afraid,” he repeated. I widened my eyes and let my mouth fall open. “I’m sorry to wake you like that. Stasia says you need rest, but there’s talk of…” He twisted, glancing back at Stasia and Axel who sat together a few spaces in front of me. Sighing, he faced me again, still with that odd tilt to his head. I wasn’t sure what Stasia loved about Finan. While I respected him, the man was as cold as Niflheim, whereas Stasia embodied warmth and comfort. Perhaps this difference was what made them such close childhood friends. “The executioners aim to kill you and present your severed head to Silver.”

My heart stalled. “What?”

“They believe you stole that crystal from Silver.” His eyes dipped to my fist.

I still held fast to this piece of Drak’s soul. Lifting it slightly, I stared, open-mouthed, at the glowing shard. It was as beautiful and brilliant as ever, but the heat it radiated nearly burned my palm, and I still didn’t let go.

This was Drak’s promise fulfilled. Which meant the dream was real—his words, anyway. All of them. A shiver overtook me as remnants of the pleasure he’d drawn out of me trickled through me.

“It’s nothing.” I lied.

“It doesn’t matter what it is. They want an excuse to kill you after what you did to Serpent and to gain Silver’s favor. They don’t know what it is, only that Silver spoke of something like this, and that you weren’t supposed to have it.”

“So they’re going to kill me?” I asked beneath my breath. I could fight them, maybe not all of them at once in this small space, but I could try. With my glimpses into the future, I’d have a good chance at defense. I’d taken down Odin, after all, but of course, he wasn’t in his right mind when he’d come down and possessed a vampire’s body just so he could kill the other vampires in my stead.

“Not if you let me hold on to the crystal,” Finan said.

My gaze slid to Axel, who was nodding as if he knew what Finan had told me. They must have planned this together while I slept. Axel wanted me to stay safe, but what he didn’t fully understand was that this crystal was a part of Drak; the king he’d stuck beside until the bitter end. I didn’t know if I could give my husband’s soul to someone else, someone I barely knew, and a masked man, of all people.

“Stasia doesn’t want you to die either, so—” he stopped himself. He grimaced and then peeled his lips apart again. “I’m going to help you if you’ll let me.”

I pulled the crystal closer to my chest. “I don’t know.”

“Think about it.” He straightened, and as he strode back to the others like him, several of Grimward turned their attention to me. Glaring, half of them sneered while the others smirked.

Fuck.

They were definitely going to kill me.
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They could try to kill me. Executioners had been hunting me for as long as I could remember. The only differences now? We were trapped on the same ship together, and I was a god.

Dying wasn’t an option for me, but they wouldn't care about my fate since their goal was to inflict suffering upon me and seize the crystal for themselves.

No, I couldn’t hand over my husband’s soul to a near stranger. Even if Stasia trusted Finan—and even if I respected him after he snuck me back onto the boat—I didn’t know him. How likely was he to stay loyal to the Grimward when it was life or death? Many men balked when they looked death in the face. It was reason so many executioners existed. They’d been given the option to kill or be killed, and I’d never heard of anyone faced with an executioner’s life who chose death.

A wave of nausea rose from my belly to my throat as it followed the flow of Drukna. As if mirroring my fear, the sea suddenly raged with a thrash of waves, and our ship tilted to the left, thrown around by the unruly water. Nobody bothered taking up oars and rowing against Drukna’s fate with the weather like this. As the wind finally died down again, we redirected the ship’s path with dozens of oars plunging into the inky black water under the screaming instruction of the Grimward.

As the sun disappeared and sealed the end of our third day at sea, the water shifted from a foamy deep blue to near black under the cover of the night sky. Stars shone overhead with the same glint as in the Grimward’s eyes.

The woman donning a raven’s mask and wearing black leather gloves stared at me; her grey eyes fixed and mouth a flat line of determination. Prickles crawled over the back of my neck, and tightening my grip on Drak’s soul, I shifted it beneath the sealskin and adjusted so that the crystal was beneath my aproned tunic. Jagged edges pricked against my soft stomach, but the warmth—his warmth—flourished across my bare skin. My slight shivering subsided, and not even the icy wind blowing over Drukna could hurt me now.

But the Raven woman could, and her partner, who whispered something in her ear, could hurt me too. The nose on his goat’s mask brushed against her chin-length hair. She leaned against the edge of the boat with her body twisted to face the sea while her head pointed at me. Goat pressed himself against her, and the thought of Grimward relationships occupied my mind. The law said executioners weren’t allowed to love or lust at all because if they did, they could not be trusted to kill anyone at any moment. But perhaps the Grimward were allowed relationships to cross over among their own.

Raven’s flat mouth tweaked, as if her partner suggested something sexy, but when the Goat’s eyes turned to me, it was clear their pleasure came from something I could give them. The crystal? Or the glory of killing the hated sister of their queen?

I shuddered, even though the wind chill did nothing against the soul’s heat.

Goat and Raven must have noticed my reaction because across the length of the longship, their malice was palpable. Raven straightened, stacking her spine and nodding along with whatever her partner said. I frowned as her gaze slipped to my torso. Shit. She knew where I held the crystal. Why wouldn’t she? Packed together on the rising, swaying ship, we found ourselves so close that privacy and secrets were nonexistent.

My eyes flitted to Finan who stood over Stasia. Positioned equal distance between the stern and the front where Goat and Raven stood, his placement felt intentional, likely Stasia’s doing. She’d been looking out for me since I first came to Mara’s Keep.

Stasia’s bright blond curls glowed in the moonlight as the locks framed her heart-shaped face. She chattered away in Axel’s ear, but his attention shifted from Finan to the other Grimward. Across from them, exhaustion kept my mother in a deep sleep that not even Drukna’s anger could wake. The Reindeer sat silent and bored beside her. Her pale skin had become more sallow in the time I’d rested, with her cheeks sunken inward. My heart pricked. The last time she looked this sickly, she’d been on her deathbed, poisoned by the toxins in the wasteland’s air. Only when Drak drew the poison out of her blood with his fangs did she recover.

But that sickness seemed to have returned like a plague worse than poison. Starvation haunted me as my stomach growled and I glanced at the Grimward enjoying their ale and dried meats. Raven kept her eyes on me as Goat offered her food. She peeled off one of her leather gloves and bit into the side of a salted fish, ripping it apart like an animal with the white flesh mashed between her straight teeth. As unappetizing as our stored wares appeared, I grew desperate for anything to fill me.

At least I wasn’t cold. Thank you, Drak.

Raven’s throat strained with the swallow of a too-big bite. I looked away, casting my gaze out over dark water where the waves battered the other boats, causing them to rock violently before the sea suddenly calmed. Only I had this insight into Drukna's unpredictable actions, realizing the waves would intensify and return with twice their strength in a few minutes. I squeezed my eyes shut, sensing and observing, and grasping at this strange and still-new ability that once belonged to Odin.

As if rehashing the story of how he’d acquired foresight would make my use of it stronger, I let my mind wander to the sagas of Odin.

He’d sacrificed an eye and hung from Yggdrasil’s branches for nine days for wisdom. After which, he earned glimpses only moments into the future, and because he’d been a god much longer than my few weeks in this role, he had perfected this skill, allowing him to foresee future events and influence the choices of beings from different worlds, but I didn’t think Odin cared for the elves and giants and dwarven people who lived in the realms beyond Midgard. He kept his eye on humans because he’d created us for his entertainment and he believed we were bound to him.

Something needled across the exposed skin on my neck. My eyes flew open to find Axel’s attention on me. The swoop of his thick salt and pepper hair flattened against his head with the damp mist of the sea spray keeping us all perpetually wet. He was ever the handsome advisor, still sharp with radiant green eyes and distinguished wrinkles that spoke of the stress he endured to keep Drak safe as a young boy and then into adulthood.

As he half-stood, half-crouched, he made his way toward me, gingerly stepping around the captives forced to the back of the ship and curled beside one another for warmth. He held fast to the ship’s wooden lip to keep from tipping and stumbling over someone.

As he eased onto the bench beside me, his eyes flashed to the front where the Grimward grew rowdy. Calm waters brought out the celebration in them, apparently.

“We must speak while they’re distracted,” he said. As unsteady as this situation was, his voice was a stronghold in dangerous times.

“So giving up the crystal was your idea,” I said, ready to reveal the truth of Drak’s soul, though I suspected Axel already knew, because somehow, he knew everything. Maybe because he’d been with Drak since Drak was born.

“No, Stasia’s,” he said as simply as if we were discussing mild weather, but nothing was mild about sailing through The Drowning. “She cares for you as much as I do, my queen.”

My voice dropped to a breathy growl. “Don’t call me that here, Axel.”

“I will continue to give you the respect your title deserves.”

“I’m not the queen.”

“Not as recognized by Vylheim, but you should be. I have to confess, it is why I prayed to the fates that they wouldn’t capture you in West Anglor.” He spoke softly but urgently, each word crisp and colliding as they tumbled out of him. “It’s why I searched the shore for you and did whatever I could to keep you safe. Because you’re Drak’s wife, but also because you’re my queen.”

“Axel—” My nature was to argue this. I was Drak’s queen, and his lap was my throne, but that was in the playfulness of our privacy. Never had I wanted a life at the court of Mara’s Keep. Farming, weaving, training as a shield maiden, storytelling—all the simple things in this life were my calling until the gods damned me to a fate of hunting vampires.

I had Drak and myself to thank for thwarting that fate.

“You’re the only one who can take back the throne,” he said.

My heart skipped. “What do you mean?”

Skin crinkled at his eyes when he forced a grim smile. “The one throne of Vylheim holds destiny for those who sit upon it with witnesses.” My brow furrowed. That couldn’t be true. Drak made his own way by killing King Roderic and taking the throne for himself. This magic, or destiny, was malleable, if it existed at all. Believing this quiet rumor was once treasonous since magic was akin to witches, and witches weren’t supposed to exist at all. Given how Drak ascended to the throne, I never doubted the validity of these rumors. Axel licked his lips and continued, ever steady in his determination. “Without Drak, you are our only chance at dethroning Silver. You’re the only other person alive who has sat on that throne except Silver.”

Except I hadn’t. I’d been in Drak’s lap while he sat in it, but I never once took my right as queen to sit upon it. My stomach dropped.

I looked back at the waves, shaking my head. Ships bobbed in the darkness like long shadows sailing through an endless ether. “I haven’t sat on it, and it doesn’t matter because that can’t be true. Drak would have informed me of this magic so I could demonstrate my worthiness as queen. We were willing to do anything at the time to provide proof.”

“Drak didn’t know.”

I flicked my eyes back to him. There was no fuss in the straightforward way he spoke, nor in his unwavering gaze. Axel was telling the truth. I felt it in my bones.

I shook my head. “Drak knew everything about that throne⁠—”

“It is a recent vision from his mother. Before Silver sent us ashore, I was watching over Ingrid, and then the Grimward separated us.”

“A new prophecy?”

“Not exactly. Loki made the throne a long time ago for the first vampire who ruled Vylheim, King Jari. Ingrid’s knowledge only just made sense of it since she shifted her focus to the future of our kingdom. The throne is at the center of this future, thanks to Loki’s tricks. There is much of this world that we don’t understand, my Queen. Too many sagas for one person to read unless they’ve dedicated a lifetime to it.”

My lips parted as Ingrid’s words came back to me: you should be queen. You must sit on the one throne. How much did I still not understand? What secrets did Silver learn in Mara’s Keep that I never discovered?

It didn’t matter how much I read from the library Drak had built me in Mara’s Keep; it was never enough. Hundreds of historical accounts and sagas remained unknown to me, not to mention knowledge from the visions of great seers like Ingrid.

My skin prickled with the feeling of being watched. The Grimward were still celebrating their spoils, their human spoils, but one of them broke away from the group, and I sensed her eyes on me as I tried to process what Axel had said.

“I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “She saw a fate for the throne? An object?” My mother had a vision for my father’s sword, that he’d use it to become Vyl of Old Skaldir, but that wasn’t the fate of a kingdom, simply that he’d use the weapon to cut down the current, cruel Vyl and take his place. And then my father proved just as cruel in the role…

Axel nodded. “Only those who have previously sat upon the throne have ever claimed it. Taking place on the throne itself, then earns the right to be crowned. This tradition will continue for the future rulers of Vylheim as it has for all those before, even if they weren’t aware of how it worked. That is the ancient prophecy, called The Iron Prophecy, as Ingrid’s vision was able to parse it. She claimed her husband, Drak’s father, had once read of it in the sagas as well, but she never knew the extent of it until her vision.” His eyes glimmered with something else. A secret. I recognized the look of keeping something buried within because I’d lied so often throughout my life.

“There’s more to it,” I said. The approaching figure picked her way through the packed rows of captives and witches and the Grimward. Breath stalled in my throat.

Axel nodded once. “Yes, that is where Loki comes in. The throne is crafted from the same material as Mjolnir, hence the name The Iron Prophecy. Just as Mjolnir was forged from iron.”

“Thor’s hammer?”

He hummed low. “Designed by dwarves. That is what Ingrid saw. Loki had it created to claim some control over Odin’s chosen people. As you know, Loki has always found ways to thwart Odin’s power and reach. Even if Loki was entertained by the mass murder of vampires, he gave the vampire kings a throne that blocked Odin from seeing them.” How had I never heard this before? I loved the sagas. There was a time when I adored the gods, and I was willing to go to great lengths to understand every account of their mysterious and intimidating behaviors. “Only Ingrid and I knew of this. She had the vision after you and Drak left for Yggdrasil. I wanted to tell you then, but Silver kept me locked away until the executioners dragged me out to sea. Ingrid’s prophecies have all come true before.”

Right, Drak’s mother was one of the most powerful seers ever known. Why she wasn’t kept safely back on the ships and was forced to fight at West Anglor, I didn’t know. Unless it was simply because she’d forever be loyal to Drak, and that loyalty disrespected Silver’s role as queen. Knowing my sister, that had to be the reason. Silver wanted Ingrid to die at West Anglor.

I licked my lips as I considered how to word this carefully. “Ingrid’s mind, though…the madness,” I paused because I didn’t want to suggest that what Axel believed might be nonsense.

He nodded in acknowledgment, and as he spoke, I tracked Raven and her partner out of the corner of my eye. “She was having lucid moments more often, even before you and Drak left for the wasteland. This vision came to her after two days of mental clarity. I witnessed her experiencing the vision myself; she spoke in an almost…gleeful…male voice.” Loki. It had to be him speaking through her. Hel, poor Ingrid. I remembered what it was like to have his laugh echo throughout your skull with no escape until Yggdrasil burned and the gods were forced out. “During the trance, she recited the names of all the kings featured in the sagas, tracing their lineage back nearly a thousand years. It's impossible she remembered all those names, having not seen the sagas or records in over a decade.”

“So you’re certain?” I asked. Though I recalled a saga mentioning the importance of sitting upon the throne, I still wanted to hear him confirm that this was true prophecy and magic from the gods.

“Never more so.” When Axel relayed information, he was always careful to be sure it was absolutely accurate. Drak had trusted him with his life, so I did, too, and this claim matched‌ the last words Ingrid had said to me before we were separated at Einnland’s shore just ten days ago.

I glimpsed Raven pausing to turn and speak to her partner. They were both halfway across the ship now, nearly within reach of me. Whatever they planned to do would bring trouble, and I didn’t know if I had the energy to use Odin’s foresight to get a glimpse.

Axel licked his lips, and his eyes darkened. “The truth about the throne was half the reason Silver sent everyone who was loyal to Drak away. She dragged it out of Ingrid when a vampire overheard Ingrid having a vision. At first, Silver planned to turn us into servants and vessels, but not with the throne just sitting there. Of course, it isn’t so easy just to walk into the throne room and take a seat. If the queen is not present in the room, the doors are barred.”

“So Silver knew of the prophecy?”

“It seems she has pieces of it from the sagas; whether what she knew is as clear as Ingrid’s vision is unknown, but likely, yes, she knows plenty.”

Even Silver had believed I sat on the throne which must have been half the reason she demanded I relinquish it to her in front of a room full of witnesses. Our mother’s visions had specifically shown Silver sitting on the throne too—always sitting on that damn throne. Not being crowned, not leading an army, not standing and addressing the people of Vylheim from the steps of Mara’s Keep, but sitting on the magic Loki designed.

But, I wasn’t the answer Axel was looking for. I’d only leaned on the arm of the throne and sat in Drak’s lap, never taking my rightful place as a queen.

I dropped my voice to a whisper and leaned closer. He smelled of sea salt and iron. “Like I said, I never sat on the throne, so I can’t…” My breath hitched. “I can’t dethrone her.”

But I could bring Drak back to do it.

I stole a look at Raven and Goat, seeing that they had been stopped by Finan. He stood in front of them like a massive beast and discussed something about the captives dying off. If they starved, the journey to West Anglor would be a waste. Corpses could not be slaves and were not worthy sacrifices.

My stomach flipped. Finan spoke as though he believed it, distracting them with this and, admittedly, arguing for our benefit. Everyone aboard should receive a portion of the food.

I tore my eyes away from the Grimward trio and focused on whatever Axel was saying. Fuck, I shouldn’t have missed a single word Drak’s advisor spoke.

“It won’t be easy, but you were once considered the queen, however brief. I believe we can find an angle to get you on that throne.”

“Listen,” I said, cutting him off. “I never sat on the throne. But Drak did.” A brief sadness tugged at his mouth before he returned to his stoic self, and I dove into the explanation of Brynhild’s journal, Drak’s soul, and my goal to restore it along with his human body. Axel didn’t even flinch at this or at my claim that I had the ability to forge life after absorbing Odin’s power. Axel already knew pieces of it all. How he knew, I didn’t fully understand; I never would, but he always had information about everything ‌he shouldn’t. That was what helped him keep Drak alive both as a young boy when King Roderic wanted him killed and when Drak became a vampire and king of Vylheim.

Goat shoved Finan aside, and I snapped my head toward them. Raven grabbed him and whispered something before he stepped forward.

If Axel noticed this threat, which I had no doubt he did, he didn’t reveal it.

“Then we have two options,” Axel said. “Bring Drak back to dethrone her, or get you to Mara’s Keep.” Lowering his eyelashes, he added a faint dip to his head. “I will defer to whichever you believe is best, my queen.” The painful sadness that pulled at his lips had seeped into his voice. He’d support my choice, but he wanted Drak back. “Either way, your safety and freedom are all that matters.”

Raven pushed past both men, and I shoved the crystal deeper in the pocket of my trousers.

Axel shot to his feet. Or he would, in exactly three seconds, when Raven lunged toward me.

This was it.

I had no doubt they’d come for the crystal and to kill me because with foresight; I saw exactly what she’d do; her bending over me, her long fingers wrapping around my neck. Her raven mask protecting her from my urge to headbutt her.

I made a note to resist that urge. The masks were hard bone and clay, and it’d only hurt me.

As soon as Axel actually stood up, several more Grimward flooded the back of the ship, nearly trampling over the captives. Screaming erupted in the chaos as three, no, four masked men restrained Axel.

Raven lunged, but I anticipated her every maneuver, evading it with a sidestep. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see both her future steps and Goat’s, so when he snatched a fistful of fabric and dragged me to my feet by holding onto the collar of my tunic, I wasn’t ready. His hot breath stank of sour ale and stale fish.

“Where is it?” he snarled.

But Raven was way ahead of him. She rifled through my pockets and yanked out the crystal. The brilliance had waned, falling to a dull, milky white now at the center of her black glove. Drak was taken from me again.

All of my energy and focus trained on Raven and Drak’s soul. I saw which way she’d turn, that she’d shriek and change the soul to her other hand as the crystal slowly burned through her glove, and then quickly put it into her leather pouch.

All of this would happen if I hadn’t intervened.

Goat threatened me with something that I was only vaguely aware of. My death, surely.

As he grabbed me by the throat and lifted my entire weight, my boots barely brushing the ship’s damp wooden planks, I reached for the crystal.

The second he lifted me to the edge of the ship, I ripped it from Raven’s grip, but instead of getting a hold on it, the crystal fell to the ship’s floor. My heart stopped beating as Drak’s soul smashed against the planks, but it didn’t so much as chip. Instead, it glowed again after my brief touch, flaming brighter and brighter as if he raged along with me, and the plank it’d fallen on splintered and cracked. Black streaks snaked out from beneath it, and the scent of charred wood stung my nose.

We stagnated in a moment of awe as Drak’s soul slowly burned a hole in the ship. I didn’t see it coming when Goat wrenched his arm and lifted me over the side of the boat. In one breath, I went from staring at my husband’s soul to plunging into the frigid black water.

Screams echoed around me before everything was muffled and my lungs filled with seawater.

I swore I heard Goat laugh as he said, “The Drowning will take care of her.”
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The Drowning will take care of her.

Except that I couldn’t die until Ragnarok, so I’d endure this pain over and over, almost dying, while suffering the horror of drowning and yet never passing into the next life.

Terror sank its claws into my ribs as water flushed into my nose and ears, and panic continued to claw through my chest, where the ocean would soon replace all the air I had left. The Drowning had her way with me, like a cruel mistress suffocating me for no reason other than the joy of watching me suffer.

But I never backed down from a fight.

Disoriented, I didn’t know where I should even attempt to swim, and it took entirely too long for me to stop thrashing, but I would not give up. My flailing arms and legs only pushed me deeper and deeper beneath the surface. Drukna’s darkness flooded my world, and though I forced my eyes open against the sting of salt and debris, nothing but black surrounded me. Only above did I make out the glint of moonlight reflecting across the water’s surface.

If only I had a fragment of Drak’s soul with me, his light would guide me. Thankfully, the moonlight helped, and if Drukna allowed, I only had to swim up, up, up; but she wouldn’t let me go that easily.

I swore some kind of beast wrapped around my legs and dragged me further into the depths because my body grew heavier, and the force of the water hammered me down. I squeezed my eyes shut and released the smallest bubble of air before forcing myself to look up at the surface again. Just swim. I’d survived worse, fighting bloodthirsty vampires—fighting Odin himself when he was Hel-bent on destroying me and Drak. This, too, I would fight through.

But Drukna seemed to laugh at my resolve because each time I thrust myself toward air and freedom, and almost broke through the surface, the pressure of another wave shoved me back beneath the surface where the water’s pull held me under. Blackness spotted my vision, and my head spun, desperate for air to think clearly and to move my arms and legs with enough force to fight back before my eternity became a swirl of unconsciousness at the whims of the sea.

Please.

With one last kick upward and to freedom, I stretched my fingers, just barely breaking the surface until I finally thrust upward, and my face burst above the water. But Drukna was not done yet. As I drew a gulp of air, water interrupted me, crashing over my head and knocking me down, filling my mouth with salt.

What if Axel is wrong? What if I lack the strength for Odin’s immortality? What if I can die?

I failed again.

Just give in.

You didn’t sit on the throne.

You’re pitifully afraid.

You’re useless.

I had no energy to battle my nerves when they cropped up in my worst moments, never fully disappearing even if I had learned to calm them. But they no longer controlled my decisions.

Hel, this couldn’t be the end because I wouldn’t allow it. To yield now and allow Drukna to drown me until the World's End would sever my connection with Drak forever. It didn’t matter that I’d learned rebirth before; it didn’t matter that I’d somehow found a way out of Folkvangr, because I wouldn’t remember a man whose soul no longer existed except in pieces. And if I did, it’d be too late to restore him.

Grief drained me, not for my own death, but for our separation and for the loss of a life that we both deserved.

Drak…

His rough voice and rougher beard materialized in my mind in my last moments of awareness, urging ‌me not to give up. I swam harder. Despite using all my strength to push towards the surface, and though it seemed useless, I didn’t stop, even when I no longer felt my arms and legs. Somehow they kept swimming.

A bright light burst through the darkness above me. Blinding and beautiful, the crystal plunged into the water from beneath the shadow of the ship. His soul had burned completely through the wood, flaming as brightly as fire as it fell toward me.

Treading beneath the surface, I clasped his soul, feeling its warmth spark a tingling energy across my skin, or perhaps it simply filled me with hope.

Yes, this was hope.

Drak was telling me not to surrender to Drukna just as I hadn’t given in to the executioners who almost removed my head from my shoulders, or to the gods, or even to him. Fuck all of that and fuck The Drowning.

With his soul in my hand, I kicked and swam, finally surging toward the surface and breaking free of Drukna’s grasp. Throwing my head back, I drank in the night air, fresh and perfect, into my raw throat. Coughing seized me as I tread water, but I’d won this fight.

I twisted to scan all the ships bobbing on the surface around me. They’d just thrown me overboard, and none of the other executioners would welcome me onto the other boats.

“Lux!” a voice called out, shrieking and almost giddy. “She’s right there.”

I kicked to spin myself around and saw Stasia’s blond hair haloing her face above me. Moonlight struck her with the radiance of an angel, but the determination hardening her cherub face was that of a Valkyrie. Finan stood beside her, arguing with Raven and the other executioners. After a second, he turned his back to them and followed Stasia’s line of sight just over the side of the ship.

“Come, captive,” he growled, his fingers beckoning me forward. “Queen Silver can make use of you.”

I didn’t obey, because what the fuck did that mean? Would Silver offer me to the gods in a sacrifice? Likely. Or would she find a way to kill me herself? Even more likely. But Finan suggested that I was useful, which meant my sister wanted something else from me. What did her army understand that I didn’t?

“Lux,” Stasia said. “The water is getting rough again.” The wind agreed with her as it whipped hair into her face, throwing blonde curls against her mouth like a gagging rope.

Raven argued to let me die as she grabbed ‌Finan’s arm, and he shoved her off. “You idiots don’t understand,” his voice mingled with the slap of water against wood. “Our queen will want that crystal, and it seems her traitorous sister is the only one who can carry it without being burned. Now that we know she has it, she is one of our most useful captives.” He flicked his fingers at me again. “Come.”

Ugh, I really didn’t get what Stasia liked about him. Everything within me recoiled from his demand, but my limbs grew heavier, and I could only tread water for so long. My weak heart shortened that time significantly.

I gripped the crystal tighter, and with my free hand, accepted Finan’s offer. He lifted me out of the water, his muscles tense and thick with the effort, before dropping me into the seat next to Axel again. The captives clustered on the ship's floor, avoiding me as if I were contagious, and I supposed the chill of the water I trailed in was reason enough to avoid me, especially with the hole in the ship already allowing the sea to rush in.

Two executioners set to work fixing it with tar and wool as water forced its way in and sloshed at our feet. They worked rapidly, dipping wool into the black tar and then shoving handfuls of it into the hole until it expanded, sealing the damage and blocking the water.

Stasia dropped into the seat beside me and threw her arms around me, ignoring my icy, soaking skin. She didn’t care that I drenched her trousers and tunic, making her thin clothes cling to her curves, and it didn’t slip my attention that Finan raked a hungry gaze down her torso before he turned and faced an angry Raven.

Raven’s partner hissed at Finan. “What’s your deal with the servant girl?”

Finan said nothing as he stepped forward and let his shoulder slam against the man’s chest.

“Why should we listen to you?” Raven spat after him.

Finan didn’t look at her when he responded with an uninterested, “because you have to.”

“Just because your kill count is higher⁠—”

Finally, he turned on her. “Do you want to make that one count higher? If not, I suggest you shut the fuck up. Kills are the hierarchy of the Grimward, and you will respect your superior.” With a quick look at Stasia, his eyes flashed something I didn’t recognize.

My gaze flicked to her, catching the flush of pink across her angelic cheeks. I hadn’t spent enough time with them to understand their…friction, and I definitely didn’t understand how a sweet cook with the desire to claim the throne fell for a man like Finan. Of course, I didn’t have room to judge considering how much I’d once accepted from Drak, and how little toxicity I recognized in Kayn. But back then, the way the gods toyed with my mind was half to blame.

Despite his role in the Grimward, I had Finan to thank for saving me again. Under the mask and the kills, he was likely a different man before the world of executioners plunged him beneath the surface of morality.

He stalked off with Raven and her partner following him, though not until they shot cruel glances in our direction. Raven’s gaze lingered on the crystal in my hold. My shaking hands gripped it tighter, and the light from within flared. Heat simmered from the crystalline shards and flowed from the smooth, hard surface ‌into my flesh. After a minute, my fingers turned from white to a pale pink as blood returned.

I wrapped my arms around Drak’s soul, bringing it to my chest and soaking every bit of his warmth. From beyond the grave and beyond mortal existence, he was still protecting me, keeping me from freezing.

Axel stood and removed his cloak, draping it over my shoulders without a word. Turning my face up toward him, I mouthed my gratitude and—since the executioners were at the other side of the ship now—I dared to break this silence.

“How is my mother?” I asked, glancing at Reindeer, who gave no indication that he was listening. The slow rise and fall of her chest remained steady, but not even the excitement had woken her.

“She needs a better healer than the one on this ship,” Axel said. “There are several servants at Mara’s Keep who are skilled in healing. If we make it there, they’ll help her.”

I didn’t doubt that the castle housed plenty of healers, but my mother was at her healthiest in Skaldir where her friends tracked the location of each herb to help even the worst ailments, and in the persistent wet chill of my home village, there were all the worst ailments. If only she returned home, I knew she’d thrive again.

Stasia sucked in a quick breath and straightened beside me. “Axel told me the plan once we return to the castle,” she said. I peeled my eyes off my mother and landed my gaze on Axel as he returned to his seat, as impassive as ever with his lips in a flat line and his eyes conveying a deep well of wisdom. He said nothing as Stasia continued. “Finan will help get you to the castle and onto the throne.”

The throne didn’t belong to me, and I didn’t want it, but I needed to claim it for Drak. “I’d rather bring Drak back to dethrone her than sit on it myself. Besides, with Odin’s powers, can I even sit on a throne designed by Loki? He made it specifically to fuck with ‌Odin, right?”

Axel snorted with a rare show of amusement from an otherwise stoic and fatherly man. “So eloquently put, my Queen.”

I smirked at him as Stasia pulled one of my hands from the crystal and cupped it with both of her hands. With all the patience in the world, she smiled. “We’ll do whatever you think is best, but I hope we can bring him back before Silver destroys our home. Axel told me all about her and her vision for Vylheim.”

“To bring back and control the gods,” I said, “I’m aware.”

“Not just that,” she whispered now, eyeing those who might overhear our traitorous plans. Not that the captives cared what happened to the queen who’d use them as slaves and sacrifices, but in case the wind carried our voices to the Goat, and Raven, and others behind animal masks. Stasia tucked a curl behind her ear. “These explorations will continue and expand as she makes more vampires and intends to feed them. What was truly troubling was her aim to make others endure pain for as long as she did. I wish I could understand why you don’t want the throne. I’ve been obsessed with taking it since Finan became an executioner.”

A strange, joyless laugh escaped me. “I wish I could give it to you.”

“I’d take it if I could, but Vylheim doesn’t see a cook as their queen.” Her pink lips tilted into a sweet smile that failed to hide the ferocity in her eyes. “You and Drakkar are our sovereign rulers.”

I don’t want this. I never did, and neither did Drak. His goals were never to sit on that throne for the rest of his existence; he only wanted control to play out his revenge. The truth slipped out of him when he lay beneath Odin’s stake, ready ‌and willing to die, and at the moment before his death, he’d told me he wished we’d never left Old Skaldir. That was our home, building ships and collecting stories of our people for the sagas. That was us.

I blinked up at Axel and Stasia, my gaze drifting between them. Stasia returned it with a hopeful smile, but Axel was as expressionless as ever, with only a hint of concern creasing the forehead beneath his flopped hair. “Did Drak tell you he never intended to be king forever?” I asked. Axel’s eyes dropped to the crystal in my hands. “What if I bring him back and force him into a life he didn’t want?”

A resolute smile flicked across Axel’s face. “Drakkar will do whatever it takes to provide a stable and safe life for you, Lux.” Gratefully, he didn’t call me his queen or Drak king, and I knew it was intentional. “And he’ll agree that will require dethroning Silver.”

I nodded.

My stomach twisted as the crystal flared again, hot as a flame this time. Peeling it away from my torso, I stared at the white heat radiating from within.

What was he trying to tell me?

“You should know…” I drew a sharp breath, my body still chilled from my wet braid and the flyaway hairs clinging to my face and neck. “I’m doing everything I can ‌to bring him back as fast as possible, but I don’t know how to find the next shard of his soul.” What made the most sense based on Brynhild’s journal was that Drak’s most treasured memory was at Mara’s Keep because he’d spent almost all of his human life there, and the entry specified that the memory came from the Draugr’s life before they turned into a vampire. The shard was there somewhere. Though I couldn’t claim to guess at what his most important memory was, and the only line that specifically mentioned the soul was the restoration of the mind shard, which was in Drak’s life as Rune. The first shard didn’t specify soul and came from his most recent human self as Drak, so my best guess was that this was a memory from his time as Drak, too, unlike the second shard. “I believe it might be at Mara’s Keep, but I wouldn’t know where.”

Axel forced out a sigh, revealing a hint of the distress he usually refused to show. “I believe I have someone who can help with both finding a soul and determining the best way to move about Mara’s Keep in the shadows. We just have to find him.”

“Who?” I asked.

“My son.”

My heart skipped. Drak had briefly mentioned Axel’s missing relative, but I had no idea it was his son. “He can help?” I echoed his words as if I couldn’t process them. What would Axel’s son know about this power? Had he studied Brynhild’s journal?

He nodded only once, curtly, and with a grim smile plastered to his face. “He is uniquely…gifted with souls. He has a way of tracking them, especially once they’ve broken and become lost from the vampire. This can speed up Drakkar’s restoration. Finding him shouldn’t be too tricky since I had a lead on Soren that he’d returned to Mara before Silver sent us to sea. Lux, with Odin’s foresight, I believe you will be able to locate him quickly. If you’re willing, I can help you hone this foresight during the rest of our days on this ship.”

My lips parted, leaving my mouth hanging open like a child who’d just witnessed a simple magic trick. “I had no idea about your son, Axel.”

“As you shouldn’t have. I kept Soren a secret for his own safety for a long time. His disappearance was his survival, but when Drakkar returns, Soren can be free again.”

Stasia clapped her hands together and beamed. “That settles it. We train your foresight, find Soren, get Drak back, and Drak takes his throne, and then I become Drak’s advisor and tell him exactly how I’d run this kingdom, so that everyone has food and freedom. As simple as meat pie,” she said. “I mean, the recipe is actually complicated, and getting the shape of the crust to fluff instead of fall flat can be tricky—Hel I’d kill for meat pie right now. I’m sick of fish.”

I stifled an unexpected and inappropriate giggle. Perhaps Soren had a gift for souls, but Stasia had a gift for making me smile even during the darkest hours. With this plan agreed upon, we fell quiet again as exhaustion took its toll.

Night shrouded us, and with the clouds blocking the moon’s glow, Drak’s soul was the brightest source of light. I shot a look at the Grimward, still feeling the prickle of their watchful eyes before burying it beneath the dry cloak.

Without the crystal, the inky blackness of night consumed us, and the only sound was the unsettling creak of the ship.
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Lux

After a full day and night of practicing my foresight, and determining that the Grimward took no interest in our odd behaviors other than to call us stupid and insane, Axel created a lesson plan for me. Quieting my mind was ineffective against the persistent thoughts of failure and fear. Though Drak helped calm me through the warmth in the crystal, my frayed nerves never completely healed.

So Axel dug deeper, relying on what he understood about Odin and how he’d gained wisdom to build my ability. He said that because Odin sacrificed an eye for his foresight and knowledge, learning to hone this foresight required the loss of sensation. As Axel secured the blindfold, a glimpse of the next two seconds flickered before my eyes.

Blinding myself on a ship full of people who had threatened and attacked me set my nerves on fire, but if Stasia trusted Finan to keep us safe from the Grimward, I decided I would too. For now. And Axel was enough guard to protect me if Finan failed us.

When I finally stuffed linens into my ears and blocked my sight, I stretched the ability by hours, though the next few hours only showed more of the sea, and the foresight didn’t seem to reveal everything about the future, only glimpses, like the visions Freya used to grant me. Axel deduced that these fragmented glimpses were because we had no way to eliminate all sensations. With the ship swaying and gliding over the waves, the constant rhythm of the sea and the brisk sea wind brushing against me distracted my focus.

As the world tilted to the right, I gripped the smooth wood at the edge. Axel’s careful grip on my elbow steadied me against the ship’s gentle, repetitive rocking that echoed around us, grounding me in the now and making it tougher to push into what lay ahead.

Still, I was grateful the waters weren’t worse. Witches muttered that Drukna allowed us a safer passage since the last storm because like a cruel god, they said The Drowning was satisfied with the sacrifices of the sick—those who passed on from an ailment or injury acquired during the battle at West Anglor’s shores. When they tossed the sick overboard and saltwater swallowed their bodies, the water immediately calmed.

My mother would be thrown over next if her steady breathing slowed to a stop. Our only advantage was that her role as a powerful witch and seer made her less likely for the Grimward to cast her out at the first sign of illness. Anyone useful, or anyone considered precious to the gods, as explained by Silver, had a better chance of survival. For that, I clung to a twisted sense of gratitude.

I huffed and tried to focus on the instructions Axel gave as he handed me the blindfold. “Try seeing beyond yourself and into the future of someone you’re close with.”

“Like who?”

“Anyone you’re very familiar with. Odin had the ability to look into our futures because he created us, but you’ll need deep knowledge of the person to reach their future, or an item important to them, to get to know them. Even a story about them should help, anything that is unique to them.”

“And you learned all of this from Ingrid?”

He nodded and then paused, pursing his lips before he shook his head. “Not entirely. Her visions confirmed our questions about what was presented in the sagas.”

“Our?”

“Drakkar’s father, Erik, and I.”

I tilted my head, but asked nothing else. It made sense that Drak’s father read the sagas, too, since he supported his wife’s visions as a witch. He loved her even when vampires condemned her for her powers, according to Drak. This was foreign to me, nothing like the father I grew up with who denied his wife and daughter’s identities as witches, and then denied the sagas and our history, to appease executioners and courtiers.

“It's not dark enough,” I said, brushing my fingers across the blindfold. He tightened it and stepped back. A shiver zipped down my spine, and I raised my chin, facing the freezing sea and hoping that the cold wouldn’t destroy my opportunity to grow this foresight.

“Ready?” he asked.

I pictured my mother’s face in my mind. I knew her better than anyone: the love she once had for the gods, her power with foliage, her crystalline visions, her healer friends and the other witches back in Skaldir, her fierce love for me. Warmth spread across my chest, knowing how deeply she believed in me and my visions ever since my first one, the same day I first bled as a woman.

I blew out a breath. “Ready.”

“Odin sees his people through the eyes of his ravens. You must conjure your own image. Picture your chosen person, and then focus on what is important to them.”

I nodded, and he stuffed my ears full of linen, plunging me into a soundless dark. I gathered my breath and held it stagnant at the back of my tongue as I pictured Laurella in all her glory, before she was sick. She looked like me with locks of copper and auburn twisting through her chestnut hair where it reached to the back of her wiry thighs. That was where we always differed. She resembled Silver in body size and shape, bonier, but with plenty of honed strength even in skinny arms and legs from years of tilling fields and fishing, as everyone did in Skaldir.

What was important to her? The gods. But I couldn’t bear to think of them, so I inhaled sharply, focusing on her affection for the other witches when a new thought began to surface. With the power of Odin’s sight, I was swept from the present, suddenly seeing Laurella’s hands, her fingernails coated black with khol which she’d always used to line her eyes. I’d recognize them anywhere, but now they appeared to be connected to me, or rather, I saw them through her eyes.

She—I—stood stooped over a young Silver. How had I come to this moment? A moment of the past? I was seeing my sister at only five years old with a sheen of tears in her deep taupe eyes as Laurella scolded her for crying. When the first tear fell from Silver’s cheek, Laurella’s voice ticked higher and with a frightening pitch. We do not cry over a sacrifice to the gods, child! My heart skipped at my mother’s raised voice, and my focus waned as it jerked me out of the foresight.

I yanked the blindfold off and splayed my palm over my chest. Never had I heard my mother scream at her own child. Blinking, I faced Axel. “Is it possible to see into the person’s past instead?”

He hummed. “Odin was not all-knowing, and as far as I understand it, this is foresight which only shows the future, but…” he paused, a behavior of his I was growing accustomed to. Axel said nothing without first thinking carefully about it. “The sagas do say that when he drank from Mimir’s Well, he saw into the past too. Wisdom is wisdom, but Odin cared most for the future, so that is the power he chose to grow. But you are not Odin, my queen.” I frowned and nodded. Was that the true past? Silver looked so scared. “Did you see something in the past?” he asked.

I nodded again, forcing a smile to show that I was grateful for his help. “I guess I messed up.”

He patted my shoulder. “All practice is worthy. Try focusing on your chosen person’s future, and whatever might come next for them. Think of what they might want.”

Without a word, I pulled the blindfold tight, attempting to drown out the creaking of the longship, the queasy churn in my stomach, and the unsettling tremor that ran through me from the sudden vision.

What else could my mother have desired besides good health? I was either unable to focus on it or too frightened to encounter her so near death again, so I opted for another person. Stasia, because I assumed only joy and happiness awaited someone so bright and positive, and I could use a little joy and happiness. I was familiar enough with her for this to work.

The foresight projected me forward, outside of myself, and I caught a flash of unfamiliar boots stepping off the boat and into the waters at Einnland’s shores. Axel helped me—Stasia—down, and then she turned to another woman, me.

I was seeing myself through Stasia’s eyes, and it didn’t look good. A stricken expression stretched across my face as I stared at Finan, who lifted my mother into his arms. She looked tiny and waifish, like a frail child slumped in the crook of his hold. Where was Reindeer? Despite my mother’s sickly appearance, her eyes, however glassy and unfocused, were open, but her illness had significantly worsened.

My gaze was ripped away from her when I—Stasia—turned to me and clutched my arm. She told me we had to run, as screams rose around us.

The ship lurched, and a sudden drenching of icy seawater struck my face; the shock of the cold obliterating all my focus on foresight. I ripped off the blindfold and freed my ears before spinning toward Axel.

“It worked,” I said, elated for exactly one second before my smile fell away. “I saw us disembarking. We make it to Einnland’s shores alive, but then chaos erupts. I don’t know what caused it, and my mother looked…deathly.”

He nodded, not allowing a moment of celebration as he said, “Then we will be on our guard as soon as we spot land. If you try again, perhaps you will see more. Finan said he will prepare a plan to free us; we must take time to discuss this with him soon.”

“What was the lead you had on your son?” I asked, curious that if Soren could move about Mara’s Keep secretly, maybe he knew a faster, safer route to the healers in the castle. Besides, this was the end goal of honing my foresight—find Soren so that Soren could help locate the final piece of Drak’s soul with whatever power Axel claimed he had.

I didn’t need to know every detail yet; I trusted Axel. His knowledge surpassed my wildest guesses, all thanks to his bond with one of the most powerful seers of our time. My heart ached for Ingrid and Drak, but I shoved it down in favor of focus. I wanted to try seeing Soren’s future so we could locate him.

“As I said,” Axel answered. “He knows every secret passage in and around the castle. Before Silver sent us away, I was informed of a sighting. Soren was seen exiting one of the healer’s rooms by a servant acting as one of my spies. He was injured, which doesn’t surprise me. Likely a vampire attack, since he’s drawn to making certain deals with them.” I cocked my head, eyeing Axel carefully, but he revealed no signs of regret or fear, or even concern. This was simply a fact about his son. Nothing to be especially worried about, apparently. “Given the severity of the injury, I suspect he’ll need to seek the most skilled healers available. He’ll be close to Mara’s Keep. Hiding, but close.”

“What can you tell me about him that will help me see him?”

Axel faced me now, his green eyes swimming with consideration. “Two things, he is a thief, and his mother was a Valkyrie.”

My mouth fell open, and I stood there gaping at Axel like an idiot. So that made his son…half Valkyrie? And why shouldn’t I believe something so wild after I’d become a vampire huntress, killed a god, and learned how to restore a shattered soul?
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Axel frowned. “As I feared, you’ll have to process this information before you can concentrate.” He was right. The shock left me disoriented and unable to focus my foresight on finding Soren.

“Let me practice again.”

“I’ll be right here,” he said as he lifted the blindfold to my eyes. “And Queen Lux, if foresight fails you with Soren, I should remind you that Odin could call upon Valkyries, just as he assigned tasks to the other gods. I hesitate to suggest this because my son is only half Valkyrie.”

“Assigned tasks? You’re saying I can call upon the gods?” I pulled the blindfold down and stared at him. That was Silver’s goal—control the gods. I had to admit, it sounded tempting to command divine help if I needed it.

“Odin was king of gods, as you know, but he didn’t have total control of them. That being said, he did assign Hel to Helheim and gave Loki tasks. You may be able to assign such tasks or ask for help from them, especially Hel, but I suspect that would take many years of practice. Odin had a lot more command over the Valkyries. Like…” he paused. “My son. But you’ll need practice to contact him.”

“How would I reach out to Soren? Just by calling his name?”

“I believe so,” he sighed. “But Soren is not a god, nor full Valkyrie, so I do not know if it works the same. Odin always ignored him.”

I nodded, and when his hand fell away, I fastened the blindfold and linens, and threw all of my attention into this power. I tried to project the foresight onto Soren’s life, but only darkness and wandering thoughts clouded my mind.

Before attempting to reach him again, I needed more time knowing him, learning about him, and thinking of him, so I switched back to focusing on the future from my mother’s perspective and on what might concern her. Again, it didn’t work. I only saw as far forward as her present moment, which was darkness. This was nothing but the back of her eyelids, and also constricted blood flow, tight chest, rapid breathing, just as she’d been doing for days now.

Struggling to breathe.

Struggling to survive.

And then screaming erupted in my head, from my own—my mother’s—lungs.

She was in pain and I needed to help her, so I tore the blindfold off and shoved past Axel toward her. Tendrils of dark hair with white streaks tangled across my mother’s face as she lay slumped against the side of the ship, alone. Reindeer was nowhere to be seen. I scanned the ship to find the worthless hunk of flesh had completely vanished.

“Where did her guard go?” I asked another member of the Grimward.

“He jumped in the water and swam to the other longship.” She pointed at a ship full of captives.

What the fuck? Whatever. Fine. Good. At least Laurella was free of his hovering presence. For now, she was calm and breathing steadily, but that would all change. When? How far into her future had I seen?

I didn’t need to wonder for long.

As her breath hastened, my mother’s eyes moved restlessly under her eyelids, her lips parting and her back arching in response. Dropping beside her, I cupped the back of her head to keep her skull from digging into the wood and waking with a headache. People from West Anglor stared at her in horror as they scooted away from us.

I didn’t blame them for being frightened or assuming that whatever made her shake was contagious, but I knew this behavior all too well. While my visions from Freya came when I pushed myself to unconsciousness, my mother’s were wilder and untamed, like a convulsion of sickness on top of her actual illness.

How was she having such a full vision after Yggdrasil had burned? Silver had sworn that by saving a seed from it the witches would still have some power, and though that seemed true for some of the most powerful, I didn’t think any of them would have full access to their visions as seers yet.

Not like this.

Laurella’s eyes popped open, and every tiny blood vessel turned bright red, streaking through the yellowed whites of her eyes.

“Mother,” I said. “I’m here.”

“Yggdrasil,” she rasped. Her gaze pointed to the low clouds hanging heavy over our ships.

With a gentle tilt, I turned her head toward me. “Breathe, mother.”

But she didn’t, instead only pushing out one last word before unconsciousness took her again. “Returns.”

Yggdrasil returns.

Silver must have planted the seed.

The gods would be back soon to torment and punish us, or if Silver had her way, she’d use them to torment and punish us. A shiver stole through me despite Axel’s thick coat and the crystal in my pocket keeping me warm.

I pulled my mother into my chest and rocked ‌her as I whispered for her to come back to me. “Please, Mother.”

She burned with fever after the vision had drained her body and pushed her deeper into the sickness that plagued her.

I shot a look at the Grimward gathered at the front of the ship and raised my voice. “We need a healer.”

“Reindeer has it covered,” someone grunted. “The witch is his problem. Besides, there’re no healers here with enough resources to help now.” They laughed.

Reindeer? The executioner who abandoned ship? Fuck that. Not that it mattered, the executioners were right; nobody on these ships could help my mother now. Her illness had long blown past the point of simple cures.

My mother needed a skilled healer, and I intended to find the most skilled one as soon as we hit land. I tied the blindfold over my eyes again and stuffed my ears with linen. Inching away from her, I let nothing but the ship and my clothing touch me as I focused on Soren, determined to make this power work for me and reach him now. If I found him, I found my way to the healers inside Mara’s Keep, too. Because if anyone could move through royal grounds unnoticed, apparently it was him, and we were only a day out from land, which meant we’d be at the castle soon enough to help her.

I became vaguely aware of the ship tilting, water splashing, and a shadow cast across me. Peeling the blindfold away, I frowned at the Reindeer standing over us with a captive man from West Anglor at his side. The man dripped with Drukna’s salty water, and horror tinted his eyes to a near-vibrant violet. I stared until Reindeer barked at him in a language I didn’t know. He eyed my mother and then took his seat beside her again, forcing the captive to sit with him. Odd. Was this man a healer? He had those same ears with a sharp point, and a hump stretching at the back of his shirt on either side of his spine like he smuggled a pack beneath his clothes. Perhaps something their people had adapted to for their environment.

The prisoner took her hand in his, but that was it; he offered no healing salves to rub on her chest, no vials of herbal medicine.

As Reindeer and his prisoner said nothing more and made no move to heal her, I returned to practicing the foresight.

For my mother.
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Lux

After another half day of practice, I still failed to connect with Soren’s future. Disappointment sagged in my limbs, and my stomach sank with the body of a sick captive thrown overboard.

Frustrated tears pricked my eyes as I let the back of my skull rest against the edge of the ship. Sea mist dusted me with a salty kiss. “I can’t reach Soren,” I moaned, blowing the complaint out with a hot breath. Axel said nothing, only glancing over me without revealing a stitch of emotion. “I need his help, Axel. I need him to sneak us to the healers in Mara’s Keep.”

His mouth twitched with a faint frown, and then his brow creased. “I see that you want to help Laurella, my queen, but if you can’t reach him yet, we may need a more immediate answer to get her aid. The sagas spoke of even more skilled healers than those housed in the royal court. We could look into that while you continue to try to contact my son.”

I sat up. “What healers?”

“I do not know. The sagas were studied by Erik and understood by Ingrid. Drak read them as well, but nobody spent as much time among them as Silver. She had nothing else to do.”

I dropped back down and sighed. “My sister will never help heal our mother. Do you know anything about these other healers?”

He smiled grimly. “They’re inhuman, not natural. Something akin to the craft of magic.”

“Witches,” I said, confident these healers were no one else. “There were many great healers in Skaldir.”

“Yes, it may have been referring to witches, though Ingrid never called them that.”

Salty water flecked across my face as the ship dipped to the right. If only Ingrid were here to ask. Why had Silver protected our mother, but not another powerful witch? I blinked at Axel. “What did she call them?”

“Nothing other than healers. I’m sorry, my queen.” His face matched the apology: stricken, sorrowful, and as frustrated as I felt. Rarely did Axel allow others to witness his emotions, but all this time spent beside him with nothing to do but listen to the waves and wait for land, I’d grown comfortable with his unique behaviors. The emotions wiped away as quickly as they came, and his eyes brightened. “I can tell you more about Odin and Mjolnir, and it will be beneficial for you or Drak—whoever returns to that throne. Though I suspect you already know all about Mjolnir thanks to your mother’s worship of the gods.”

I licked my lips, glancing at Laurella, whose skin faded to a muddy grey. “Tell me.”

“Shall I start with Mjolnir, the hammer, or the throne?”

I remembered plenty about Thor’s hammer. “The throne. Is it magic?”

“As we understand it. Mjolnir represents change,” he said. I nodded, knowing this already. Thor’s hammer was supposed to usher in new seasons as well as other changes. “The throne accepts those who can handle the magic as they sit upon it, and the magic determines this resilience a change in reign.” It wasn’t lost on me that the change of season also brought rain. The sagas were often poetic in that way. The lyricism and beauty of our history and beliefs were half of what I’d fallen in love with when my mother told me the ancient stories.

“Can you tell me anything I haven’t heard about Odin?”

“Let’s start with the prophecy of his death. He can only die at Ragnarok, the World’s End, when Loki’s son, Fenrir, eats him.” I knew this all too well, but after this bit about healers and so much more that Ingrid and Erik knew from the sagas, and Silver too, I couldn’t help wondering what else I wasn’t aware of. I’d prided myself on my knowledge of the ancients, of prophecies, of the gods, and yet, it took me too long to even see the gods’ true nature. What else was I missing? What did my sister learn from the sagas that I didn’t? Even Drak knew about stories I hadn’t—killing gods and absorbing their powers, and taking on their roles. It was only thanks to him that I even knew of it and then accomplished it. Odin wasn’t supposed to die until Ragnarok.

I squirmed. “I don’t want to think about my mortality.”

“Near immortality,” he corrected.

That was exactly what I didn’t want to call it. If I couldn’t die, I couldn’t continue on to the next life with Drak. My hand absently slipped into my pocket and tightened around Drak’s soul. Once he came back, he’d be human, mortal, and I wouldn’t die with him. “Let me ask you this, and then I’d like to try foresight again. Odin aged like the other gods, right?”

He nodded. “And so will you. You’re still in a human body, after all, but your role keeps you alive.”

That at least gave me some measure of comfort. Drak wouldn’t grow old without me. “And we’re sure I can’t die?” It was silly to ask, knowing I’d assumed Odin’s role, including the prophecies that lay before him. “Why do I still feel so much pain?”

“You can die at the World’s End.”

“You know what I mean.”

He sucked air through his teeth. Tendrils of peppered hair with a shock of salty-white fell into his eyes. “You’re bound to the prophecy and the power of a god, but you still have the body of a human and, as Soren will tell you, likely still a human soul.”

Soren.

A thief and a Valkyrie’s son.

Hel, I didn’t know what that meant, but if I tried to understand him, I could reach him. When I used the foresight on Stasia, I used the memories I had of her combined with the details of her personality. Like her innocent face that’d fool anyone into thinking she hadn’t offered herself up to be a servant in a vampire’s court and then planned to steal the throne before I came and ruined everything. Before I saw through her eyes into what lay ahead, I observed and collected countless tiny aspects of Stasia's identity, like building a mental archive of her very being.

And this came naturally with my mother, since I was connected to her through blood and memory, having once been in her womb. It seemed only natural that I didn’t have to try very hard to use foresight with her.

But Soren was a mystery, and someone I’d never even seen, much less met. A thief and a Valkyrie’s son, and what else?

“What does Soren love?” I asked.

“Stealing,” Axel laughed without joy.

“What about another person? Was he ever in love? What does he want?”

He shrugged, which looked awkward on Axel. Too casual. “He craved adventure and cared for little other than getting into trouble. He never found much interest in others unless they, too, enjoyed breaking laws.”

“I’m not sure I can focus on something as vague as adventure.”

“He does like to paint,” he said. “Or he did. Seeing his paintings in one of the old servants’ tunnels might help you. He does lavish murals of dying flowers.”

“Paintings?” I’d seen them, the roses, but I didn’t remember the details because the tunnel was too dim and I’d rarely used it. “Describe them to me.”

Axel spoke as he offered me the blindfold. I quickly tied it around my eyes, plunging myself into darkness, and listened to his descriptions until he finally fell silent, letting me focus.

I pushed into the foresight, but all I saw was the blurry, red backs of my eyelids. My head ached and muscles tensed tighter, yanking me out of focus each time I registered a dull pulse between my temples or the twinge at the clench of my jaw. The harder I tried, the further from focus I became.

Nothing came to my foresight for Soren. This wasn’t going to work.

And with my mother’s rapid breaths breaking my concentration and the thought of her sickly skin, I only wanted it to work more. She’d survive the journey to the shore, but for how much longer now? I didn’t dare look into her future. That way lay death, and I wasn’t ready to grieve. What I'd seen through Stasia's eyes and by using my foresight, I witnessed my mother descending closer to death once we arrived in Vylheim. If our navigation proved accurate, that was just half a day away.

I only had half a day ‌to master this foresight because as soon as we disembarked, I intended to rush to Mara’s Keep. I let this plan melt away and sharpened my mind on everything Axel had shared about Soren, adding the very little Drak had told me about him.

The moment I pinned my thoughts on Soren and what Drak knew of him, the crystal burned in my pocket. Drak was trying to tell me something, but this only further distracted me.

Without taking my blindfold off, I called for Axel. “Tell me more about Soren.”

He shared his most treasured memories with his son, personality quirks, and how Soren loved art and painting, but even with these extra details, nothing about my foresight’s connection with him changed. Nothing came of the attempts because I was still too new at this to connect with a stranger.

I told myself this because I had to believe it. If I allowed myself to consider this a failure, my nerves would thin, and ‌anxious thoughts would betray any focus I had managed. I couldn’t fall into the loop, so I pulled Drak’s soul from my pocket and hunched over it in my lap, curling around it and begging Drak to calm me. But this was only a piece of him, and with my mother’s ragged breathing, I couldn’t rein in my nerves.

What if I’m never strong enough to reach Soren? What if I can’t get to the castle’s healers or find the next shard of Drak’s soul? Thoughts spiraled, dragging me under with a fervor even Drukna did not rival. Disturbing words echoed in my head, and I was too tired to stave them off.

What finally pierced through the frustration and fear was the Raven’s snarling voice.

“Land ahead,” she said. “Einnland’s shores are within eyesight.”

Soon, we would disembark, and the chaos I saw would explode. My mother would be in danger, and I was no closer to finding Soren, locating the last piece of Drak’s soul, or reaching the castle and taking my sister down from her throne.

And we still needed to discuss a plan of escape with Finan.
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Drak

The ether was fucking ugly—as cold as it was grey and as hopeless as Mara’s Keep. But the ether devoid of the life that Lux had brought to the castle with her auburn braid and perfect pink lips, warming the world inside the prison of that drafty stone. Now, I existed in a muted expanse of nothingness.

Here, I was alone…

Until she spoke.

Only then could I reach out to her, willing my awareness toward the sound of her voice. She clearly wasn’t touching my soul, as my awareness remained dull, quiet, and empty of anything but this wretched grey.

How the fuck had we connected through her dream? If only I could do it again. I tried, pushing my consciousness toward her whenever she was quiet for long stretches, assuming she slept. But nothing worked, so I determined that only within an hour or so after she spilled the blood of her rune carvings on my soul could we connect in such an ethereal and promising way. I had to wait until she restored the next shard to speak with her again.

At least I could hear her.

Hearing her speak of Soren messed me up in the best way possible. Axel must have finally told her about his son because now she knew his name and spoke about him. Though I could only hear her side of the conversation, I knew it had to be Axel. Nobody else alive today knew Soren’s name. That bastard…Hel I missed him, and I wished I could have told Lux about him. Besides Silver and Axel, Soren was my sole childhood friend; King Roderic made sure of that, as he kept me in the same shadows where Soren hid. In fact, if the former king had achieved what he wanted, I would have been erased entirely, non-existent.

I guess that asshole got his wish. Odin had wiped me from this earth, and I’d become nothing but ashes scattered among the torched remnants of Yggdrasil. But I refused to stay gone.

I pushed my consciousness forward, reaching for Lux, hoping she’d sense the warmth of my effort and touch my soul. I needed to tell her what Axel forbade me to say about Soren when I was alive. I’d been sworn to silence about Soren’s existence, and silent I stayed. Even when the Blood Council was torn apart, Axel had only trusted me with the information about the identity of his son. Though his erasure differed from mine, as it was for his safety and rather than because of the king's disdain, it was far more successful due to the intentionality.

Now, without a voice, I broke my silence.

Soren was more than a thief and Valkyrie’s son, Lux.

He was cunning, a damn prankster, wildly inappropriate but charming as Hel. He was my closest friend, a lost boy with no place in Mara’s Keep and yet nowhere else to go beyond the castle. And then he was erased.

Regret twisted my thoughts, and my consciousness became nothing but a dull ache, throbbing like ice hardening through the veins in my temples. Fuck, I didn’t even know I could feel pain without a damn body, but this agony of regret—grief—was far worse than physical pain.

The last time Soren placed his trust in me, I resorted to screaming and spitting at him, like a cruel man punishing a disobedient dog.

As painful as it was to relive one of my worst moments, I had no way to avoid it right now. Nowhere to go in the ether to run away from these thoughts. The bleakness of my surroundings did nothing to distract me from the memory of him, and my mind was drawn back to it, as if the memory were happening here and now.

I stormed through the halls, knowing his every hideout and searching through each one. Knowing he couldn’t hide from me forever. Soren was skilled at staying in the shadows, but we grew up together, and I knew his routine. When I wasn’t reading in the dungeons with Silver, I watched Soren play pranks on the Blood Council.

He was a fucking idiot for playing games with vampires, but as a reckless fifteen-year-old boy, I loved every second of it. Now I knew the truth about Soren; a truth his father had kept from me. One they’d both kept from me, and after Axel finally told me who Soren’s mother was, I swore to never lie to someone I loved.

“Don’t do this, Drakkar,” Axel said. His footsteps pounded behind me, still longer than mine though I’d shot up in height between the ages of fourteen and fifteen. “You will keep Soren’s secret, or he’ll be in danger.”

“Is any of this actually real, or is it just some fabricated bullshit Silver created with her childish tales?” I snapped, not wanting to believe Soren was actually anything other than human. As a child, I used to listen to Silver come up with make-believe stories about all kinds of creatures: horses with shimmering horns, faerie-winged people when she tried to get her mind off of her mother. Were half-Valkyries so different?

“It’s real.”

I spun around, looking up at the man I almost called father. Loose dark hair hung in a swoop over his forehead. He was handsome and distinguished enough that I was surprised King Roderic didn’t insist Axel wear a mask like the executioners he trained. But like his son, Axel knew how to stay in the shadows, and the king knew nothing about Axel’s friendship with my mother.

“You’re supposed to be Ingrid’s friend,” I snapped. Flexing my fingers, I tried everything not to shove him away from me and run off down the hall to find Soren. “All this time my mother has been suffering, and you knew he could help. Valkyries harness souls—” I froze as understanding dawned. That’s what those damn crystals were Soren always hoarded. I knew they weren’t jewelry, and Soren claimed he got them from the very veins of vampires, but I thought it was just a joke. No, the way he obsessed over the crystals and said they were pieces of who the vampires once were, meant they had to be parts of the vampires’ souls broken into bits. “The crystals. He does deal in souls, doesn’t he?”

Axel’s hair fell into his eyes as he shook his head, and a crease formed between his thick brow. “No, he’s only half Valkyrie, Drakkar. This changes nothing. Those crystals are just shattered bits that vampires bleed out, not like a human’s soul. Ingrid is human. She still has her soul intact.”

I clenched my fists, but kept them firmly at my sides. A muscle ticked in my jaw as I held my tongue from saying what I really thought of this asshole and his son. “He can at least try to save her.”

“He’s only eleven. He barely even understands how different he is from us or what that means.”

“What does it mean then?” I yelled because I couldn’t help it. Who cared if the entire kingdom heard me? If Soren had a chance to save my mother’s soul from the gods, nothing else mattered. “Tell me, Axel, what the Hel does it mean that he’s the son of a Valkyrie?” I jabbed my finger past him, pointing down the hall where the stone twisted and led to a pathway that went beneath the castle. Buried under stone and silence was the secret girl and all the sagas and runestones we read together. Stories that told me exactly what a Valkyrie was capable of. “Because from what I know, Valkyries can harness souls.”

“Yes,” he said calmly, not blinking as he stared down his straight nose at me. “For Odin. How is it that you think even a full Valkyrie could save a soul from Odin when they’re bound to him?”

My lips twitched. While he had a point, that wasn’t the extent of a Valkyrie's abilities. “If a Valkyrie can sway the tides of war, what’s to say they can’t sway my mother’s mind? If they can free a soul from the bonds of a failing body, why can’t they free a soul from Odin’s grasp?”

“It isn’t her soul he has. It is her mind.”

I shook my head, a grimace twisting my face. “It’s both, and you know it as well as I do. You’ve watched her descent into madness and did NOTHING about it!” Spinning, I bolted down the hall and left Axel in my wake. With searing lungs and burning eyes, I barely noticed the vampire who passed me in the hall, save for the placid look on her face. How would it feel to be completely numb inside? Like the Blood Council and courtiers; they got angry, fought, laughed, and cried, but I didn’t believe any of it was as genuine or as deep as a human’s emotions. Even in injury, they only bled for moments before healing again. None of their experiences were as deep as a human life.

I wanted to heal like that, and to have the power to change my circumstances, if nothing else, and now I found out my best friend possessed power greater than a vampire.

A Valkyrie’s son. What. The. Fuck? Now I knew exactly why he wasn’t afraid of the monsters he pranked.

I shoved through the door of my bedchambers and marched straight into the massive fireplace. Stepping over the dying embers at the fireplace’s foot, I was met with the faint scent of smoke and the stark darkness of the corridor on the opposite side of the room. A cold wind blasted my face. Here, and in the other hidden passages throughout the castle, Soren spent most of his time. I thought he had to hide after getting into trouble, but apparently Axel kept his son a secret from everyone because he was half-Valkyrie.

The lanky boy sat with his legs crossed and a frayed paintbrush in his hand. He used the crushed petals of roses dipped in an ink paste to paint roses on the walls, like giving tribute to the very flowers he killed by painting them. He once mentioned this helped him pass the time when all other activities proved to get him into trouble.

Light flickered from a weak candle in a copper chamber stick on the ground beside him.

“Soren,” I barked. “What the Hel are you doing?”

He shrugged, unbothered by the anger cracking in my voice. “Painting, obviously.” When he tilted his head to look at me, the yellow glow danced across his freckled face, highlighting his perfect shade of thick white hair like Valkyries were said to have. Soren’s human half showed through with one shock of the same black hair his father had. The black streak set him apart already, but the freckles dusting his nose and cheeks simmered with a nearly invisible and undeniably preternatural gleam too. How had I never noticed before? Like his freckles, his chestnut eyes glittered, but rather than something unexplainable, this was merely mischief. “Did you know?” he said, unaware of my fury as I stormed toward him. “That the sight of roses sends King Roderic into a rage?”

As soon as I reached Soren, I grabbed his arm and yanked him to his feet. The paintbrush streaked blood-red across the wall, making the rose he was painting look like a blur.

“Hey!” he yelped. “What are you doing?”

When he tried to pull away, I held on tighter and dragged him behind me. “You’re going to save my mother.”

“What?”

“You’re a Valkyrie, Soren!” Spit flew out from between my teeth. “You can save her soul.”

“Drak, no!”

“Yes,” I bit back, still yanking him along behind me. “I didn’t understand why you took crystals from vampires, but now I get it. Those are pieces of their souls, aren’t they?” Glancing back at him, I caught the horror filling his brown eyes. “When vampires become vampires, their souls turn to crystal, and you steal them.”

“Drak. Father told me to stop doing that.”

“And do you ever listen to Axel?”

His shoulder slumped. “No.”

“You’ve still been stealing their souls, right?”

“Yes.”

“So you can find a way to steal my mother’s soul from Odin.”

“It—it doesn’t work like that.”

I stopped and whipped around. Shoving him against the stone, I spoke through clenched teeth. “Why?”

“The vampires. They—they’re not Odin’s. I can’t go against him when the soul is still within his reach. Their souls are…I don’t know. Broken or something. I just like that they’re shiny, and I can sell them in the market.”

I furrowed my brow. “That’s where you go during the day?” He nodded, eyes still wide, frightened…of me. “You sell souls.” Damn, that was intense.

“They’re just pretty crystals. The ladies like to display them to brighten their houses, or put them on jewelry.”

“They’re souls. Don’t you get it? My mother is going mad because the gods stole her soul, and I want you to steal it back.” He dared shake his head again, and fury raged within me, fiery and agonizing beneath the cage around my heart. My molars ached as I ground my teeth together, staring at him, hating him for what he should be able to do. What he refused to do for me and my mother. “Please, Soren.”

“I can’t⁠—”

I shoved him harder and backed away, my hands in fists, but I wouldn’t hit him. Even if it made him do what I wanted, I wouldn’t hit my friend, but I also couldn’t look at him. He had the power to at least try. I’d witnessed him take souls before, though I didn’t know it at the time, and now that I knew, it changed everything. The boy before me was half-Valkyrie. Valkyries were nothing if not guides and protectors of warriors, and my mother was a damn warrior for all that she’d endured—King Roderic’s ‘love’, being forced into the life of an executioner when the king grew weary of her and found a new vessel to obsess over, and then being chosen by the gods because she was a witch. They wanted her to do their bidding, but she was lost to madness instead. Now she was the king’s embarrassment and the only family I had left.

And Soren wouldn’t even try?

“Get out of here,” I said.

He blinked at me, his freckles burying in the wrinkles of his skin as he scrunched his nose. “What?”

I swung my arm at him, intentionally missing. “Get out of here! I never want to see you again.”

“Drak?”

“These are my bedchambers, which means this is my hallway too. Leave and never come back.”

But Soren never obeyed anyone. That wasn’t the last time I saw him.

He snuck back into the castle, stealing pieces of souls, selling them, pissing off vampires...and occasionally going on the run for months at a time until he finally obeyed his father and disappeared for good. The vampires were thirsty for his execution, and the terrifying prospect of the Blood Council's reaction to a half-Valkyrie was unknown. They beheaded witches for merely existing, and they executed anyone who dared speak the names of the gods. While I wasn’t a fan of Odin, his and the other gods’ existence was undeniable, and trying to erase them the way King Roderic tried to erase me was stupid at best.

The gods would always be there. Until I killed them.

Because if Axel wasn’t going to help my mother, and Soren wasn’t even going to try, I had to save her myself. First, I had to become a monster like the vampires to ensure the gods couldn’t get to me; then I’d be powerful enough to kill them and force them to release my mother’s mind and soul.

Had Soren stolen her soul back, things would have been simpler, but by seventeen, he had vanished so effectively that even Axel and I couldn’t find him.

Maybe he was just that good at disappearing. Or maybe someone else did it for him, but I refused to assume my friend was dead.
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Lux

With Einnland’s shore closing in, we hastily explained the future I’d seen to Finan. He just as quickly agreed to sneak us off the ship. Maybe he really was willing to do anything for Stasia—except quit the Grimward.

“Executioners will demand that you prove who your captive is,” Finan said. “Or else you’ll become a vessel or a sacrifice in the stead of the captive you were supposed to bring back.

He pointed to the backs of Raven and Goat and the others as they positioned themselves where we’d all exit.

I gnawed at the inside of my cheek, willing my anxious heart to follow the ship’s calm as it eased into the thick sand.

“And you’ll miscount for us?” I asked. Though Stasia believed him, and Finan had helped me already, it was in my nature to mistrust an executioner. Too many times had I witnessed them cut off a witch’s head. Too many times had I seen a cruel glint in their eyes as they patrolled Skaldir and nearby villages, hunting for anyone who broke the former bloodshed law.

“Yes,” he confirmed, though his darkened eyes shifted behind us where the Grimward shouted for everyone to organize. They herded prisoners, witches and the others Queen Silver had banished from her realm like livestock. The inhumanity of it twisted my gut, and I had to grab onto the side of the ship to steady myself. Some witches obeyed, desperate to avoid becoming a sacrifice to the gods or a vampire’s vessel. Others went moon-white, looking as sick as the knot in my stomach and bile burning my throat. Axel stood with no captive at his side.

I grabbed Finan’s arm before he resumed his duties as an executioner. Breathless, I tilted my chin over at the man I’d come to consider a friend, my protector while Drak was gone, and the only other person in this world that Drak loved and trusted. “What about Axel? He’ll get a pass too, right?”

“I already snuck him onto the boat, didn’t I?” Finan’s eyes flashed, his mouth a tight, grim line. He flicked a frustrated glance at Stasia, who only blinked at him, her expression neither worrisome nor her usual joyful bent, but a curl of hope twitched at her lips. Fixing his eyes on me again, Finan tugged his arm from my grasp. “Stay apart,” he whispered. “I’ll do my best.” As he glanced beyond me again, his gaze landed somewhere farther, and his jaw clenched. “Follow my lead and don’t take what I’m about to do personally.” He snatched my braid. Damp as it was from the sea mist, he squeezed the saltwater out of it like a wrung rag. He seethed and yanked my head back. “You don’t get to make requests, witch scum!” His voice bellowed now, catching in the wind and carrying to the Grimward. Raven and Goat stopped snapping at captives and eyed us.

I released a squeak as Finan jerked my head further back, but I couldn’t tell if he really hurt me because I no longer felt anything. I’d gone numb with cold everywhere that Drak’s soul didn’t touch my skin. With the crystal now in my pocket, my fingertips were a vibrant, icy blue, and my limbs became heavy and useless, perpetually chilled from being damp. My skull only tingled at the roots of my hair.

Finan spoke through his teeth. “On your knees now and beg for my forgiveness.”

Stasia mirrored my scowl as she turned her head, evidently finding Finan's actions unbearable. Even if it was a ruse, she couldn’t watch.

Another wave of nausea stained my bitter tongue. I curled my salt-coated lips inward, sucking on them to rid my mouth of the sickly taste so I wouldn't vomit on Finan’s boots.

After a tense moment, Finan spat on the wooden planks between my feet. “Beg, scum!”

Everything within me recoiled, but one look at my mother told me to stop hesitating. With sunken, yellowed cheeks, her eyes remained closed, and her emaciated body was curled inward, in desperate need of getting off this ship and to a healer. Reindeer and the West Anglan man almost never took their eyes off her, and their fixation made my skin crawl.

I dropped to my knees before Finan, taking one long look at his wolf’s mask before bowing my head and coughing out a pathetic request for his forgiveness. The words cut through my raw throat and seared like acid against my tongue. I hated every Grimward who didn’t defect from their post and follow Drak the moment The Blood Council disbanded. I hated Finan only a little less.

The humiliation ended swiftly as Grimward barked at witches and captives to move faster. I scrambled to my feet and fell in line, crowded beside men and women I didn’t recognize. The ship settled into the sand with a jolt, and Goat jumped over the railing where the foamy waves immediately soaked him up to his waist. Raven remained aboard to tabulate captives from the banished, separating them but treating them no differently.

We shuffled forward, stopping only when a screech split the air. Someone fell overboard, off the ship next to ours and crashed into the shallow water head-first. The man disappeared under the waves, and moments later, two Grimward plunged into the sea in pursuit.

A few seconds later the fallen man bobbed to the surface, and I identified him as a captive, evident by the humps pressing against the shirt on his back. From this distance, I couldn’t see his eyes, but I felt sure they possessed that same ancient gaze, tinged with violet and gold. Thank the sky and sea I didn’t have to capture one of them. I felt a sort of kinship with the West Anglans, with their odd eyes. Just as mine had been when the gods chose me, my eyes once fully black, inky and haunting and outing me as their chosen witch.

The captive stood rooted to the spot with his eyes fixed on the approaching Grimward before he suddenly flinched and spun around, thrashing and attempting to flee. As he splayed his hands over the water, his back facing the sky, I saw those two thick bulges on his back. The strange growth looked almost painful as it tapered down the length of his spine from his shoulder blade and then thinned until it disappeared from view down at his waist.

I didn’t know if my eyes played a trick on me, but the bulbous humps seemed to fan out, pressing tightly against the back of his tunic like an animal hidden beneath the linen, desperate to break free. Panicked and obviously overwhelmed by his scattered thoughts, the man watched helplessly as the Grimward closed in. He froze when the falcon-faced executioner grabbed him, likely knowing they’d swim faster than him and he had no chance of escape. To reach West Anglor required another treacherous journey across The Drowning, and Vylheim owned all the available ships.

He’d either drown or live a little longer as a slave or sacrifice.

With the excitement over, the line shuffled forward again. Raven took a meticulous count of the captives, but Finan shoved his way to stand beside her and speed up the process of transporting us from the ship to the shore. After a minute, he instructed her to take the seers off the ship while he covered her post. Raven twisted her lips in disgust at him, but obeyed. She pushed her way to the back of the boat where my mother and presumably another seer sat. Unlike my mother, who was unconscious and unwell, the other woman was merely quiet and disoriented, giving the impression that she had mentally withdrawn and was unaware of the world around her.

I’d only taken two steps when another screech scraped my ears. We all snapped to attention, heads swiveling back to the West Anglan man as he kicked and thrashed against the Grimward. Despite his efforts, they dragged him into shallower waters.

“Bloodsuckers!” he screamed. “Bloodsuckers!” His movements were jerky and violent, matching that of a wild animal caught in a trap, knowing its fate was to be eaten by a bigger predator.

Bloodsuckers? My throat constricted as I spotted the cloaked men and women in the crowd come to greet us. This wasn’t just the people of Einnland curious about our survival crossing Drukna, but Silver’s court had come to stand at the waterline and greet us too. Vampires wrapped in thick pelts and gowns and hooded garments to cover their skin from any glimpse of the sun.

As if the sun shone in Vylheim anymore.

What did the vampires come here for? Weren’t the Grimward enough to handle bringing the prisoners to Mara’s Keep? What was my sister playing at?

Wailing joined the screaming man’s cries, chanting that word. Bloodsuckers. West Anglans somehow knew—they knew—what vampires were. How did they have information that we didn’t have until only months ago? But how they knew didn’t matter right now. The fact was, they knew that monsters surviving on our blood ruled this land, and sheer terror paralyzed them.

Finan snapped for us to move faster as Goat yelled from below. “Throw them overboard if you have to!”

His voice was drowned out by the man screaming the same warning over and over. “Bloodsuckers! Bloodsuckers!”

I blinked and watched the captives on our ship as their bodies tensed, all of them reacting not just with shock, but with understanding. However hard they tried to hide it, their eyes flashed, their muscles flexed, and every West Anglan stared at the vampires lining the shore. Twenty of them—no, thirty? Maybe more. I flickered my attention from the captives to the vampires, but I didn’t have time to understand the source of the West Anglan’s frozen state before their fear built into chaos.

The captives fought with their lives, undeterred by the Grimward’s brutal methods, and in the ensuing chaos, a solid, warm sensation burned against my leg. Drak’s soul. I slipped my hand into my pocket just as Axel’s hand wrapped around my other wrist.

“Come, my queen,” he breathed. “Now is the time to run.”

The prisoners’ resistance quickly turned bloody. I shoved past bruised faces, animal faces made of clay, past Stasia even. Grimward pummeled on captives and witches, beating whoever was within reach with their fists, and dragging them to the sand. As we kicked over the side of the ship, the chaos drowning us in a mass of bodies, I fell back, searching for Raven.

“Lux!” Axel tugged at my arm.

“Wait!” I said. “My mother, I have to get her.”

But his grip was too strong, and he caught me by surprise. His mossy eyes reflected the waves as they swam with concern. “You must not get captured. Stay with Finan, and he will sneak you away. Past the vampires.”

“But—”

“I’ll retrieve your mother.”

My heart skipped. “Axel, Drak needs you to survive. I don’t trust that guard who’s always stalking her; he’ll hurt you both.”

He shook his head. “Like all executioners, I trained Reindeer, Lux. I can fight him; besides, the king hasn’t needed me since he was a boy. I need him though; we all do. We need him to sit on that throne, or else it has to be you.” His grip tightened around my wrist, but he was never rough. “Stay with Finan. I will break Laurella free of her guard, and we’ll follow you.”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Following Finan and Stasia was as easy as walking out of the water. Our path to freedom seemed to open wide as the Grimward and vampires didn’t take notice of me trailing after my superior. I twisted around, hearing the splash of water as we made our way to shore, making sure to keep Axel’s salty dark hair within view. Did he have my mother in his arms? I couldn’t see from here, but this chaos, and Finan, it all worked. The plan to sneak past the Grimward worked.

Vampires grabbed witches and threw their hooded cloaks off their heads. I expected them to sink their teeth into those they snatched, but they threw them aside, discarding them without interest.

They were looking for someone. Was it me? Silver would want to know if Drukna claimed me or if the West Anglans captured me, and if I’d found the near-impossible shard of Drak’s soul.

I marched forward, like a beaten slave following the man in a wolf’s mask. In Axel’s cloak and with my face tanned from time at sea, I prayed the vampires wouldn’t recognize me.

Looking back, I caught Axel’s eye from where he marched a few paces behind us. A gentle, quick nod from him softened me, and when a Grimward moved out of the way, I saw my mother’s slight body in Axel’s arms.

After glancing back again and again, I slowed my pace in order to keep Axel and my mother within reach. His long legs had caught up with us, so close in my wake that the heat of my mother’s fever radiated against the back of my arms. My sleeves were still damp and clinging to my skin, but the wind would dry it soon, leaving me coated in sand and salt.

I gritted my teeth and wrenched my attention away from my mother and to the path ahead. Follow Finan. Just follow Finan, stay out of the vampire’s and executioner’s sights, and then we could get her to a healer.

I couldn’t believe this worked. The chaos helped, but it was Finan who kept us inconspicuous, like a little group of nameless captives.

We made it within reach of the treeline, past the vampires, and away from the Grimward. We made it only steps away from our freedom—an unblocked forest path to Mara’s Keep where we could sneak in without being bound or thrown at Silver’s feet, when a hand grasped my elbow. They wrenched me around, their grip unrelenting.

A cloaked figure greeted me.

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]


Lux

“Lux,” my captor breathed as she yanked me into the shadow of the trees. Her fangs flashed when she spoke, and I waited for the worst—for a bite or the vampire’s claws to dig into the soft flesh of my arm. No longer the huntress, I could not fight her. Odin’s foresight would give me only a glimpse of my suffering minutes before it happened.

I saw her reach for her hood before her hand even moved. Before her hood was off, I saw the seconds ahead when it was no longer shadowing her face, and what I saw had me too frozen to move.

Those familiar eyes made my stomach dip, and when she finally did remove her hood, I took in every inch of Ragna’s face. Hard lines, created by hours in the sun, shaped her firm face. Her half-shaven head had never changed, one side braided and draped over her shoulder. Even though she was a vampire, it felt so damn good to see someone from Skaldir.

When the moment of shock receded like a wave pulling back from the shore of my mind, I threw my arms around her, pressing her cold, heartless body to mine.

“Ragna,” I said, tears choking my throat. “You scared the fuck out of me.”

“You’ve always been a little bitch,” Ragna said with a laugh as she released me. “I’ll never understand why the gods chose you as their huntress,” she joked, though we both understood exactly why they chose me. “I guess it helped that you knew a little something about mind control.”

I laughed now. “Mind control? That was just how I calmed myself, because of my frayed nerves.” I recalled how bad my thoughts and anxiety had become before I used the technique to observe and name everything in my environment. A skill that helped me ever since, and until Drak’s words and warmth aided in calming me.

“That and your broken heart.” She poked at the center of my chest. “They figured you’d already found a way to survive constant pain, so you could handle a little more, and damn, you handled it. Look at you. Living to tell the tale of Drukna, huh?”

“We all did,” I said, hearing Finan’s footsteps crunch closer. I spun. “I know her! She’s a friend.”

“Friends with the Blood Council?” he snarled. Fitting sound to match those jagged clay canines on his mask. Stasia frowned behind him. “Aren’t you aware they’re the ones who force executioners to kill? Why am I breaking my back to save you only for you to embrace a fucking vampire?”

I stiffened and shot Finan a glare that could have sliced his head off if it’d been any sharper. Beside him, Axel’s soft expression darkened, if only for a second, as his eyes flickered between the vampire and Grimward. Two monsters, in their own right; three if you included me, and as a god, I was considerably the worst.

Ragna laughed. “She knows far more than you, Wolf.”

Finan opened his mouth, but Axel cut him off.

“That’s enough,” Axel said, his brow furrowed and eyes fixed on Finan. “You will not talk in that tone in front of Queen Lux.”

Finan did not balk before Axel, the man who once trained executioners, and was arguably the best swordsman alive, because Finan’s entire personality as an executioner was this same brutality. He’d lived it and breathed it for far longer than I’d been a queen, intimidated by nothing, not even Axel. Finan’s kill count was the highest I’d ever heard of. I didn’t want to contemplate the violence and cruelty required to achieve that.

Finan seethed and said, “So she knows all about how we have to cut off witches' heads and then drag their bodies away, sealing the blood flow with vampire saliva so your sick kind can drink from the headless neck?”

I almost retched. I would have been happier not knowing that particular detail. Did Silver still keep to this policy? It was likely, considering how Hel-bent she was on feeding her vampire followers. Everything was about appeasing them so they’d serve her, like a strange and tenuous balance that was disturbingly parasitic. She could control them, but she also fell prey to the power their violence could offer her.

“Enough, Finan,” Axel said. To aid Axel, Stasia came up beside Finan and wrapped her fingers around his arm, but he ignored her touch. I still couldn’t see what she liked about this Wolf. Kind, curious, and funny Stasia…with a predator? No, they didn’t match. Except his clenched jaw actually softened as she gave his arm a little squeeze.

“And your point in sharing this is?” Ragna prompted. Knowing her, she intended to antagonize Finan further.

“So you’re aware that I’m skilled at removing a head from its shoulders,” he snapped as he raked his gaze over her. “And you look like a young vampire to me which means you’re weak and hungry and no match for me.” He nearly smiled, his lips tilting, a glimpse of a scar near them stretching with the movement.

“I’m terrified,” she said, her voice as dead as her hollow heart, but with Ragna, it was more sarcasm than her state of being. Rarely did anything bother her as long as her husband and children were fed and safe.

Air hissed through Finan’s bared teeth. “We need to keep moving. We need to put distance between us and the Grimward because they will seek me out. If you want my help leading you into Mara’s Keep, we will leave now, without the vampire.”

“Just try to get away from me.” Ragna smirked. “I’m twice as fast as you can even dream of being.”

Finan cursed under his breath, shaking his head as he turned on his heel and marched deeper into the Einnland woods. The journey to Mara’s Keep would be long and treacherous through the cold since we wouldn’t be able to take the main roads. Not until we drew closer to the castle and allowed Finan to treat us as his captives. Many would recognize me, so we had no choice but to stay in the shadows.

I turned to Ragna as we trudged further from the shore and deeper into the forest. Shadowed by ancient trees that smelled of nutty, mellow ash trees and thick oak. “Why are you here, so far from Skaldir? Where’s Rolf?”

“At home,” Ragna said easily. “Of course. Who else would be taking care of our house full of children? I came here to warn you. The vampires have been sent to capture you if Drukna didn’t already. Silver doesn’t have much faith that you’d make it back, even as a god, no—” she huffed, “especially as a god. She expected Njord and his sea monsters to claim you after what you did to Odin. But in the event that you didn’t get captured, she has nine vampires whose sole instruction is to find and torture you.”

“Njord no longer has access to our world,” I said.

“He didn’t…” she gritted her teeth.

“Yggdrasil’s seed is planted, then?” I asked, thinking of that tiny seed in my sister’s palm. I’d only glimpsed it before her claw-like fingernails wrapped around it and tore it away from me. That one tiny seed would bring back the gods’ reach in this realm, and undoubtedly, they all intended to gut me. Well, perhaps not all. Not everyone loved Odin, but they surely hated that they had no control over us anymore, no influence on humans, no entertainment—no toys to bat around like Freya’s cruel cats did with mice.

Ragna nodded. “Sprouted already. Amazing what a god’s tree can do. It takes us fucking months to get sprouts on the farm. With so many of our villagers now turned into vampires or become food for them, Skaldir faces a severe shortage of workers. I can hardly keep up with our farm, let alone help anyone else at home till and plant.”

“That’s what the captives are for,” I muttered, thinking of how Silver would force them into slavery before they were sacrificed or bled dry.

Ragna squared her shoulders and grabbed mine. Giving me a little shake, she said, “The vampires are hunting you, Lux. Come to Skaldir with me. I’ll hide you in the old sparring room beneath our house.”

I shook my head, gently tugging away from her grasp. The suggestion of running away to Skaldir meant giving up on Drak. My only priority preceding his resurrection involved placing my mother under the care of an expert healer, akin to those in Skaldir.

This is my chance to get her home.

My breath caught in my throat as I met Ragna’s gaze. “I can’t come with you,” I said. “But my mother needs your help.” I turned to Axel, who blessedly remained at my heels with my mother in his arms, and draped my hand across her forehead, where she burned hot as a flame. My palm came away clammy.

Ragna raked her gaze over my mother’s skeletal frame and thin, scraggly hair. The yellow and grey tint to her skin was the worst part. “I’m not turning her.”

“No,” I shook my head. “I would never ask that of you, and she’d hate being a vampire. Take her to the healers in Skaldir. They’ll care for her.”

“There are so few left⁠—”

“Please,” I begged, suddenly seizing her arm and clutching her as if my life depended on it. Her skin was as cool as Drak’s when he hadn’t fed for a few days. “Please take her home. If there’s even one healer left who worked with her…” My eyes drifted back to the weird angle of my mother’s neck. “That is her best chance of survival.”

“And you?” Ragna asked.

Breathless, I told her our plan. With my mother safe in Skaldir, we were free to search for the last shard of Drak’s soul. Instead of asking Soren to bring me to the healers in the castle, we’d go straight for the soul. The sooner we brought Drak back, the sooner Vylheim would be spared from Silver, and if that failed—no, I refused to consider that possibility. I had to see him again. I had to hold him.

Footsteps crunched behind us.

Ragna spun around, her thick braid flinging over her shoulder and landing heavily between her breasts as her eyes narrowed, and saw what we could not. “Vampires,” she breathed. “I will hold them off⁠—”

“No!” I whispered. “They’ll kill you. I can’t lose you and my mother. Take her and run.”

Ragna’s thin lips tugged downward as she stared at me until her jaw squared, and without another word, she ripped my mother from Axel’s arms. As soon as his arms were free, he reached for his weapon and drew a small dagger from his boot.

Ragna and Axel exchanged a look I didn’t fully understand. Their brief time together at Mara’s Keep had been fraught with Ragna’s painful transformation into a vampire, but he took care of her alongside the vampires who’d remained loyal to Drak. Apparently, they knew one another well enough to share an understanding without words, because Ragna stepped back and vanished into the woods with my mother faster than my eyes could follow, and Axel positioned himself in front of me.

“Follow Finan,” Axel said as he stepped out of the shadows.

“Axel?”

“I’ll hold the vampire off.” His voice faltered as a hooded figure emerged from the brush. The vampire didn’t see us yet, but she sensed us here. The confidence of her gait said enough.

“Run, Lux.” Even Axel’s demands were laced with calm stoicism. “Remember, you must stay safe. You must find Soren⁠—”

“I need your help to hone the projection of my sight.”

“Stasia will help.” He urged me away with the back of his forearm.

“I can see the future; let me fight.”

“You also have Freya’s blood damning your heart,” he said easily. “Drak was like a son to me, and I swore to protect his wife.” When he glanced at me, I didn’t need him to add more because his soft eyes said enough. Let me do this for you, and for Drak.

The vampire stalked toward us, marching faster than humanly possible, but not at her full speed, until she spotted him on the path before her. I had mere moments before she’d see me.

“Drak wouldn’t forgive me.” Desperation cut through my words, and my voice weakened.

“Go, Lux!”

With a huff, I pivoted and ran into the woods, following Stasia and Finan at their heels. My lungs and legs shook with effort and fear.

A painful memory surfaced of Astrid and Sten hunting me across the forest that bordered Skaldir. Absently, I reached up to the ring hanging on the chain around my neck—Sten’s ring. It brought little comfort, only the reminder that Drak had beheaded Sten just for suggesting that he’d fucked me. He hadn’t, and Drak knew it, but joking about it was enough reason for Drak to kill him.

The ring was a symbol of safety, and that safety was a wedding gift.

My pulse throbbed painfully, and black spots dotted my vision. The journey across Drukna had taken so much of my strength. My hand found the solid, jagged crystal in my pocket. It neither warmed nor cooled, but remained temperate but the firmness grounded me as Axel grunted behind us.

I could not look back, not with Stasia and Finan disappearing from my sight. Every step sucked air from my lungs, and my heart ached. Hope waned even though the memory of my days racing Ragna helped me catch up.

Running with what little energy I could muster, I prayed to no one that Axel would fight her off and follow us. I was the god who should have stayed to help him, but he’d insisted I leave, and my freedom was Drak’s salvation.

“I can’t keep running for long,” I said between breaths.

“Finn,” Stasia snapped. “Did you hear her? We have to stop and hide.”

A flame ignited behind my breastbone, just as Finan yanked us both beneath a crop of rocks. I collapsed with my spine against jagged stone, drawing painful, gulping breaths. Sealing my eyes shut, I slowed my pulse, slowed my thoughts, and focused on only one thing. Axel.

My foresight wasn’t perfect, and I didn’t know if I’d see the future or the past or the present now, but I did everything I could to connect with the man who offered himself as a sacrifice for my safety.

In the back of my eyelids, I watched the vampire seize him just as he thrust the blade into her rib cage. She sputtered with black blood seeping out from beneath her wound. Her clothes and skin surrounding the wound crumbled into dust as all vampires turned to ash, but the damage proved to be fleeting which meant her heart wasn’t punctured.

With her inhuman strength, she easily yanked the blade from her chest and threw it aside. “Fuck you,” she screeched at him and snatched his neck in her hands, sending Axel to his knees with her claws clutching his throat.

My chest cinched tighter. No!

The sound of his agonized grunt lingered in my mind, and it haunted me how easily he threw himself in harm’s way and sacrificed himself for me. I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t want to be a burden that required others to make sacrifices. I never wanted to be queen, but Axel needed me to survive; he cared that much for Drak and for Soren, and once Drak reclaimed the throne, Soren would be free to live as he wished.

Tears stung hot behind my eyes. How many times had Axel saved me? He was the only one except me who truly understood Drak. If I were honest with myself, which had always been hard for me, I’d clung to an unconscious hope that Axel and I would find the last shard of Drak’s soul together. He knew about Drak’s life as a Draugr, and he experienced Drak’s life in Mara’s Keep.

Hel, I was in pain everywhere, but the worst part was not being able to return to Axel’s body and mourn him.

But if we hadn't kept running, all three of us would have been killed or captured. Would they behead us like executioners once did to witches? No, vampires were more savage. They played with their food first, as evidenced by the vampire that'd struck down Axel.

“Get up,” Finan’s voice sliced through my focus, and my eyes peeled open. “With darkness comes vampires. We need to get deeper into the forest before they smell us.”

Stasia helped me to my feet, and we were running again, leaving the only other person Drak cared about behind.

My heart slammed against my ribcage, and tears, hot and swift, coursed down my cheeks, a stark contrast to the biting, icy wind that sliced through the trees, its roar a chaotic din, unlike the predictable pulse of the ocean. The rustle of leaves overhead replaced the crash of waves as we drew further from Drukna.

Further from Axel.

Would Drak ever forgive me? I squeezed the crystal. I wouldn’t forgive myself.
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Drak

Whatever it is Skald, I've already forgiven you. There was nothing Lux did that I wouldn’t forgive her for. I mean, Hel, she already killed me, technically. And maybe I told her to, but in the end, it was her choice. Nothing would drive me away from her.

What could she possibly have done? All I’d gathered from her words was that she left Axel behind, but Axel could defend himself. Lux had nothing to worry about with him. The bastard grew older and slower, but nobody matched his skills as a swordsman. He’d outsmart them every time, and thank fuck for that because Axel’s cunning was the only reason I lived into adulthood.

The only reason I survived long enough to find Lux. He stepped in when King Roderic…

Lux’s voice echoed in the ether, filling the grey space with color and drawing my consciousness from the memory. The color of fire bloomed around me with a hint of burnt red, like her hair. As black as her witch's eyes, the void of color bled through the grey. The soul is unpredictable and odd, both delicate and resilient, only broken by vampirism or Myrah's strength when she first lost me.

“Show me if this is the right way,” Lux said.

Goddamn, I wanted to feel her. I knew she held the pieces of my soul in her hands, but I couldn’t feel it. I couldn’t feel her fingers, or her skin on mine. As delicious as it was to guide her in that dream, bringing her pleasure just from my instruction alone, the tease of not being with her almost broke me. I was nothing but grey frustration.

What do you need, Lux?

Pressing my knowing toward the echo of her voice prodded her to speak again.

“Is the last shard at Mara’s Keep?” she asked.

I didn’t know whether to withdraw or confirm her suspicions, because I had no idea where it was. The most important part of my existence as a Draugr? Fuck if I knew. Overthrowing King Roderic was my only motivation for becoming a vampire; I wanted him to pay for the harm he caused my mother and the harm he almost caused me. My best guess was the moment Lux and I consummated our marriage, when my memories as Rune started seeping back in thanks to our eternal bond—that fate that pulled us together across lifetimes.

It had to be that.

But I didn’t know. I didn’t have proof that this was where she’d find the shard, so I kept my consciousness in place, neither encouraging it toward the physical manifestation of my soul, nor withdrawing so that it sent her away.

The castle was a sensible guess, but reaching it involved danger. Marching into Mara’s Keep for that damn piece of my stupid soul was a torture sentence for the only thing in existence that I cared about. I would not send Lux there unless I was absolutely sure it was worth the risk.

And since I couldn’t tell her where to go, I used this suspended, disoriented moment to reflect on my time as a vampire so that I didn’t explode with the frustration of uselessness. I thought of all the kills, the blood servants I bled dry, and I winced at each memory of my time on that throne.

I lost track of time in reflection. Eventually, my mind grew weary of the blood and gore and drifted back to my childhood, to the day I turned twelve years old. Lost and helpless, I couldn’t stop my thoughts from centering on the moment I decided I wanted nothing more than to turn into a monster.

The moment the king tried to kill me.

I couldn’t resist the pull of my consciousness as it yanked me into the painful memory. When Lux wasn’t speaking, I had nothing to anchor myself. Nothing to hold myself to her.

Damnit. The memory transported me back to a time when I felt utterly powerless, also full of blood and gore...

I woke in the dead of night to the rough, cool touch of thin blankets only to discover my mother was gone. She likely left while I slept, as she often did, off serving the king in ways I didn’t understand, or didn’t want to understand.

A violent shiver shuddered through me. Our shared bedchambers were frigid because the air was always icier and the draft stronger in this room than anywhere else in Mara’s Keep. Last night, when the howling wind woke me, I curled beneath the ragged blanket and cried myself back to sleep, but today I’d survived my twelfth year of life, and Mother said that made me a man. So I didn’t cry for her, or for the painful nip of the crystalline air.

I didn’t even cry for my father.

After missing the day I turned eleven, he promised to come and celebrate tonight for my twelfth year. He swore he’d sneak into the castle with a tart from the village market. I’d only tasted one once, before King Roderic claimed my mother as his righthand vessel—or wife, as he portrayed to his kingdom.

I swallowed through my tight throat, everything raw because of the draft that came through the fireplace. Beyond the hearth stretched a narrow, yawning hall that bored deep through the back of the castle. It wasn’t until the first time my father visited us that I understood why my mother had chosen this awful room. This hidden hall, disguised by a fireplace, was the perfect entryway for my father to sneak in and see his family.

Gods, I missed him.

I twisted the dirty blanket wrapping around my thin legs as I fingered the notches in the wall. Every day that passed since I last saw him, I’d use the sharp pebble I kept under my pillow to carve a line into the wall.

The stone wall burned like ice under my finger as I counted all forty-nine lines. Forty-nine days since my father dared to creep into the forgotten hallway and emerge in our bedchambers. I frowned; if Mother didn’t sing so well, King Roderic wouldn’t have chosen her and we never would have come here. I hated her singing now; it went from ethereal and comforting when she’d sing me to sleep during our time living as peasants, to the sound of fingernails dragged along a stone wall now that she only sang for the king.

The day we stepped into Mara’s Keep for King Roderic to assess my mother was the last day I’d really lived. Since then, my existence was all grey walls, cold stone, and our family torn apart.

I pulled off the blanket and placed my bare feet on the floor. Each step sent a shiver through me, but I crept to the fireplace and peered into the darkness.

“Where are you?” My voice sounded thin, not at all like the robust voice of a twelve-year-old man.

I stacked my spine and crossed through the fireplace. Though we rarely had the wood to light it, the hearth was a mess of ashes and black soot. It still stank of burnt wood, but the further I pressed into the open maw of Mara’s abandoned tunnel, the less I smelled it.

“Father?” I called. No one answered but the echo of my voice. The sound of it curling and pulsing around me caused me to shiver again. “You’re a man, Drakkar. Stand the fuck up and stop shaking.”

The words came from my mouth now, but it was King Roderic who said them yesterday, when my mother reminded the king that I existed. I wished she hadn’t, but it was to request that she spend the day with me instead of him. He denied the request.

“Father?” I said again.

The silhouette of a broad-shouldered man filled the narrow space. I froze and squinted. That looked like my father’s large-framed body, but I couldn’t be sure. Mother said this tunnel was abandoned, but not entirely forgotten.

Shaking again, I cursed myself for not taking the candle that sat on the table beside our bed. If only I had more light.

“Drak?” A familiar voice spoke, and all my muscles released along with the breath I held in my throat. His footsteps echoed, and he stepped close enough for me to make out the vague shape of his face and features. “What are you doing here? I said I’d come to you.”

“Forty-nine days⁠—”

“I know, son.”

I frowned. “Why didn’t you come sooner?” I hadn’t even realized the anger welling up inside me until I saw his ragged beard and tired eyes. He looked dreadful and decades older than the last time I’d seen him, as if losing his wife and son had accelerated his aging, and for some inexplicable reason, it made me furious. He was living a life free from us while his wife served King Roderic, and I had no choice but to remain hidden in the shadows. And he didn’t have a few minutes to visit us at least once a week?

His warm hand pressed against my back, a familiar comfort that settled with a deep ache in my chest as he guided me back to the bedchambers. The candle cast odd shapes against the empty stone walls as we emerged from the fireplace.

Once inside, I shrugged him off and spun around. “Well? Why have you abandoned us here?”

He stroked his beard, a sigh forcing from his lips before he met my gaze. “Lower your voice, Drak.”

“No! I fucking hate this place.”

“Don’t curse, son⁠—”

“Stop acting like I’m your son!” His weak attempts to calm me only made me clench my fists tighter. Tears threatened to well up, and the unwelcome sensation caused a pang of hatred. I was a man now. A man! Men don’t weep like the women King Roderic fed on.

My father’s pale blue eyes flashed. They matched mine, bent with a slight rage, fierce, and a little wet. “You are my son. Mine! Not King Roderic’s. Do you have any idea what it’s like to see him parade your mother around like he owns her? And him forcing you stay here too?” His voice died as he clawed his fingers through his oaky, overgrown hair. Mother liked it like that as long as he kept the sides of his head shaved. She’d braid the hair at the center of his head and let it hang there, thick and woven down his spine. Nobody else wore their hair like that, and it made him conspicuous, so when he wasn’t with her, he let it loose to fit in with the obedient people of Mara who didn’t dare dress like the warriors of the forgotten sagas.

I sucked in a breath and looked at my feet. “If it makes you feel any better, he doesn’t let me come out anymore.”

My father nodded. “Good, that’s good. You’re not his to toy with. Fucking Draugr can’t bear children, so I can’t imagine why he even pretends.”

“To keep them all a secret,” I said, almost embarrassed for him that he didn’t realize this. Nobody in Mara knew about the blood-sucking monsters who prowled their castle and reigned over them. Nobody outside the courtiers and the castle, anyway.

“Well, it works.” He sighed. “Nobody will even fucking believe me about what’s inside these walls.”

I tilted my chin up, facing him again. I was a man after all. “You’ve told the villagers?”

“I tried, but they’re too afraid to believe it.” He sighed again and rested a warm palm on my shoulder, his icy eyes reflecting my gaze. “I’m sorry, Drak, I didn’t have the money for a tart. And your father isn’t a thief.”

I nodded, biting back tears again. Those stupid, pathetic tears. Be. A. Damn. Man. My desire wasn’t for a treat, but for anything reminding me of home. I poured all my hope into that foolish tart, wishing it would taste like the world beyond these walls, not that we ever enjoyed luxuries from the market when we lived together as a family of farmers. Mother’s decision to sing for King Roderic stemmed from that single, overriding motivation.

Based on some ancient, fucked-up tradition that King Roderic called an exhibition, the king of Vylheim would occasionally invite peasant women into the castle to entertain him, and those who succeeded earned a lavish and comfortable life. Often, even their families benefited.

Now we knew why. It was to keep us quiet about the monsters that crawled through Vylheim. Although most resided in the castle, I believed many escaped at night, and some mingled with humans, which explained the missing villagers. Most called it a curse or blamed wild animals, or didn’t dare speak of it at all, but these disappearances happened in every village across Vylheim.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. His eyes glistened.

“It’s just a tart.”

“No,” he stated, kneeling before me. As he reached to touch my shoulder once more, I retreated. I regretted it when the hurt creased the corners of his eyes, but a man didn’t need his father to comfort him. He licked his lips and continued, “This is the last time I can visit.”

“What?” I wrenched back, stretching more distance between us. The back of my bare heel scraped against the rough wall, but I fixed my jaw and refused to yelp like a hurt dog. “You’ll abandon us here? Your own wife and son?”

“Drak—”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I flung my arm out toward the fireplace at my side. “You’re free out there while we’re stuck here like prisoners, and you won’t even visit?”

“Drak, I can’t. There’s a bounty on my head.”

I shook my head. “It’s dangerous for us here all the time. Does she tell you that bastard king hits her? When her singing voice falters, he strikes her across the face. I watched it happen yesterday. I wasn’t supposed to be in the Blood Room, but I snuck in with a vessel because I had to know why people screamed. Mother was singing through it all. Through the vampires eating people. But when a woman died, the vampire just dropped her body on the ground, and Mother’s voice slipped. He hit her. Twice. Did you know that?”

The tears shimmered at his eyelids. “Yes.” His voice was a pathetic whisper, and it only pissed me off more.

“Fuck you!”

“The king wants my head on a spike⁠—”

“So you’re scared?” I spat. Anger felt better because it kept the tears back. “Be a man, Father.”

He frowned. “Listen, Drakkar, give me more time.”

“You’ve had three years!”

“I’m working on a plan to end this. Axel is here in the meantime, he’ll watch over you. He’s never failed me as a friend, and I’m confident he’ll keep you and your mother safe. If you’re ever afraid, go to him.”

“I’m not afraid,” I sputtered. “Just tell me how you plan to end this.”

“The only way I can.” His voice dropped lower, coming out like gravel scraped beneath the wheel of a handcart. “I have to kill the king. That’s when I’ll return for you and your mother, after he’s dead.”

I raised my chin, trying to look down at him as he was on one knee before me. “And when will that be?”

“When the next Supplication Day opens the castle to villagers⁠—”

“That’s months from now!”

He opened his mouth to respond, but a scream—a very familiar scream—ripped through the halls. We both froze, staring at one another, knowing that sound came from my mother. She was close, but something was terribly wrong. Only those taken to the Blood Room released such ear-splitting screams, and though King Roderic fed on her occasionally, it was never in the hallway outside our bedchambers. He never came this way. Given that the servant’s quarters dominated this side of the castle, vampires rarely ventured this way because it was a boring and drab area of Mara’s Keep.

We didn’t have time to react when the door flew open. It slammed against the stone wall with a splintered bang so loud that goosebumps shot up along my arms, but I refused to jump at the sight of the king standing on the threshold. Beside him, the door hung sideways with the top hinge snapped.

A fistful of my mother’s hair tangled around his hand as she lay against his leg. Tears streamed down her face, drawing dark rivers in the black makeup his servants had adorned her with. She appeared haunted, her makeup resembling the chilling masks worn by executioners, but instead of a predator, she was the victim, ensnared and prepared for consumption.

Except King Roderic wasn’t looking at her.

His glare bored through my father.

In a second, he released my mother, letting her collapse on the stone in the doorway, half inside the room and half in the hallway. In a blink, the king blurred across the room and grasped my father’s throat. He pinned him against the wall.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” he hissed, baring his blood-stained fangs at my father’s face.

Do something, Drak. Be a man and fucking help your father.

I tried to move. Craning my neck, I spotted the iron fire poker resting just out of reach against the wall by the fireplace. Although it hadn’t seen use in ages, my mother told me to defend myself with it if necessary. It wouldn’t kill a monster, but it might startle them long enough to bolt and hide.

Nothing stopped Draugr.

“I’m so sorry, Erik,” my mother wailed. I glanced at her only to wince at the sight of her broken body. Her leg twisted the wrong way, and a bruise bloomed across her chin beneath where her lip split and bled. “I shouldn’t have let you come here,” she continued to babble, her gaze fixed on my father. “I knew they were looking for you, but I didn’t know—” a sob broke her before she swallowed hard and regained herself. “I didn’t know they were watching the old halls.”

King Roderic let out a low chuckle as my father fought to breathe. His toes brushed the floor, and the back of his skull smashed against the wall. The king grinned as he spoke. “This is rather ideal. Since I’ve found you myself, there's no need to reward any vampires or executioners. Bold of you to walk right into the castle. Thought you’d use the old vessel passageways, hmm?” My father whimpered, and it only amused the king. “Did you not realize that these old rooms served this purpose? To seize villagers in the dead of night and haul you inside for a grand feast.”

I flexed my fingers, but I couldn’t get my damn feet to move. They rooted to the floor like Yggdrasil. I dreaded thinking about the gods just as much as the vampires. Odin didn’t come and save us. Freya didn’t care. For all we knew, Loki had created these monsters just to fuck with us.

We were meant to be Odin's chosen, yet the gods proved as merciless as vampires.

When feeling came back into my arms and legs, I shot toward the poker and wrapped my fingers around the cold steel, but it was too late.

The king’s neck bent and his fangs sank right into my father’s face. Like a fucking wild animal, a wolf or a bear, his jaw seemed to unhinge as he bit through my father’s skull, into his eye, and clamped his monstrous mouth over half his face. Instead of drawing blood with his fangs like I’d seen them do in the Blood Room, he bit down harder and ripped the skin and sinew and muscle right off him. My father screamed with what little air he had.

I lunged forward, shoving the poker as hard as possible into King Roderic’s side, but he didn’t flinch.

He spat the pieces of flesh and my father’s face at me, and my stomach convulsed. Without giving me any more attention, he lapped at the blood pouring from my father’s broken face. With another scream from my father, I found the nerve to wrench the poker away and plunge it into the king's back. He twitched, twisting away from the makeshift weapon, but not stopping.

Again, he bit into my father’s face, tearing him apart piece by piece, drinking the blood that spilled, and ripping into him until he was nothing but a husk. The screaming suddenly stopped. I drove the poker harder, firmer, and with as much force as possible into the king’s back.

I cursed when the poker wedged so deep between the bones of his ribcage that I couldn’t pull it back. King Roderic swiveled, letting my father’s body fall in a heap, and the silence that followed haunted me. I didn’t make a sound. My mother’s cries silenced, and my father would never speak or scream again.

I didn’t step back when the king bent over me. Without even looking at it, he grasped the poker and snapped it off. A piece of it remained inside his body, but his flesh healed and closed over the steel, forever sealing it inside‌ him.

He grinned, showing me my father’s blood dripping from his fangs and coating his lips bright red. “It’s your birthday, isn’t it? That’s what Ingrid told me.” His eyes flicked up and past me, presumably landing on her. “Isn’t that right?” He was speaking to her now, but she said nothing back. No sound.

Was she dead, too?

I would not cry. Never once had I seen a vampire cry, so I decided right then that I wouldn’t either, not only because I was told to be a man, but because I swore to become a monster.

Only a monster could stop someone like King Roderic, and I would not let my father’s plan go. To fix this disturbed world, I would conquer Vylheim’s ruler and seize his vacant throne. I’d be more than a vampire; I’d become the thing the vampires hated the most: a god.

As I lifted my chin, the king snapped his gaze back to me. “I’m going to kill you,” I said without a quiver in my voice.

He laughed, and when he went to reach for me, a voice stopped him.

“My king,” a man said. Axel. The swordsman who trained the executioners, and my father’s friend. Not that King Roderic knew that, and he never could—which was why Axel didn’t sound shocked when he saw my father dead and his face half-eaten. He had to hide his pain. “I have news about a huntress.” The tiniest hitch hiccuped in his voice.

Why the Hel would the king care about a huntress? Why would a woman who hunts animals possibly interest a king of vampires? But it clearly interested him greatly because his back went ramrod straight, and he forget me and my claim to kill him.

He straightened his collar and stepped past me. I turned to watch him walk away with Axel who exchanged a look with my mother, and then with me.

I caught the faintest nod bending his head forward. He acknowledged us only in the moment King Roderic had his back to him as he stepped over my mother and into the hall.

Run to Axel.

But I didn’t need to. He came to me. He came to us, and I realized now that the news he had was worthless. It was fake—a ruse to distract the king from killing the rest of us.

Axel rescued us, and despite his status as the best swordsman in Vylheim, he needed no weapons. His mind was sharper than a blade, my father would say, if he could still speak.

I didn’t look back at his body and the flecks of his flesh littering the floor of our room.

But I did stop and look at my mother as I drifted toward the hall in Axel and the king’s wake. I knelt beside her and brushed her blood-soaked hair from her face.

“I have a plan,” I whispered to her. Her slitted eyes rolled up to meet mine, but she kept her head against the floor. “You rest, Mama. I know the voices keep you up at night. Even when you try to hide it, I hear you talking to them. You must be really tired. Rest now, and I’ll be back. I just want to visit my friend, okay? For my birthday?”

She said nothing back as she stared at me with blank eyes, as if she’d forgotten who I was. She did that often, muttering nonsense, staring at nothing, and I had no idea what it meant until my friend in the dungeon beneath Mara’s Keep told me.

We liked to read together, my friend and I. We’d study the histories of Vylheim and learn so much. After spending so much time reading, her knowledge surpassed mine, and she claimed she possessed the understanding and ability to create monsters all on her own. An ability that could help me now.

“Goodbye, mother,” I said. “Sleep now, while I go see Silver.”

Her eyes shut, as though she awaited my approval to rest, and I stood, leaving her broken on the floor at my feet. I ran—not for Axel, as my father said, but for my friend. I had no doubt she could make me into the monster that’d kill the king.

And then, once I had a plan in place, I’d fall into Axel’s arms and let myself cry for my father.
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Seven more years would pass before Silver mastered the craft of creating monsters.

As soon as she claimed to master it, I let her shatter my soul, but I didn’t let her see me cry when that piece of myself splintered like broken glass. Only Axel saw my tears when I returned to our old bedchambers and wept in his arms, ready to grieve my father, who was lost to the vampires, and my mother’s mind, which was lost to the gods.

As a child, I didn’t know about my parents’ reincarnation because they didn’t even know, but now that I recalled my time in Valhalla, speaking with my father—the same man from my life as Rune and Drakkar—I knew I’d see him again someday. If only I’d known then, would I have chosen to become a vampire?

An emptiness ached in my chest for the parents I lost, but I knew the truth; I’d turn into a vampire a hundred times over if it led me back to Lux.

And maybe that was my most important experience as a vampire—the moment I became one.
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Lux

Three days of scraping through Torstad’s forest on the edges of Mara and at the heels of a masked man would haunt me for the rest of my life, not because of the wolves whose howls triggered a traumatic memory from one of my past lives, not even because I collapsed three times, fainting on the third from sheer exhaustion, but because of the screaming.

Screaming that echoed through the woods every night.

Screaming I had to learn to block out to practice my foresight. Every time we stopped, I worked on my focus, slowly, gradually building this power Axel had helped me train, and though he was no longer here, his advice strengthened my foresight until I could almost entirely block out the horrifying cries for help.

Almost.

“Ignore it,” Finan grunted as he caught me shuddering. “If the vampires are eating villagers and captives, they’re not eating us.”

Disgust curled in my stomach, but the icy night swept away all thoughts of abandoning Finan. He was our guide, and since he hadn’t betrayed us yet, I granted him a sliver of my trust, following him dutifully until my foot caught on a root and pitched me forward.

I thought my fingers would snap off when I splayed my hands out against the hard-packed earth to catch myself. My hands were beyond freezing, and though Drak’s soul helped warm me, it wasn’t enough against Vylheim’s winter. This was no longer divine punishment; it was simply the harsh reality of winter, a constant challenge in our isolated region that we had always faced.

Another desperate, hollow scream shattered the night as a vampire somewhere pulled another victim into the darkness. This was Silver’s kingdom: constant horror, vampires eating whoever they found, people living in fear and pain. Nighttime was invariably the most challenging, but vampires still hunted during many winter days, as the sun hid behind dense, black clouds. Even without the cover, Stasia informed us that most wore the protective fashions seamstresses in Mara’s Keep designed so they could go outside whenever they pleased.

Winter’s frozen finger drew a path of goosebumps down my spine. Or was it fear? I couldn’t decide if I shivered from the icy wind cutting through the trees or if it was because every scream forced me to relive the moment I walked away from Axel.

Other than Drak, Axel was the best man I’d ever known. However short that list was, he was near the top, and he didn’t deserve to die on his knees because of me.

I shoved one foot in front of the other with my gaze fixed on the path where the heels of Stasia’s boots flickered just out of my sight. I only kept pace with them now because she forced Finan to slow down.

Another shriek split through the night air, followed by the fierce whip of wind. Ice crystallized on my eyelashes, and I gripped the shard tighter with my right hand because if I were to lose a limb to frostbite, it wouldn’t be the hand I used to kill Odin.

I gritted my teeth and forced my burning thighs to keep marching forward, step after step after step, in time with Stasia’s long stride. The journey across Drukna had stolen the thickness from my thighs, both in muscle and the soft, supple fat that shaped me. I must have looked so different from the shield-maiden and witch who created vampires centuries ago, but I was the same person, determined to reach my soulmate again. Exactly selfish enough in love to damn this entire land to the Hel it’d become.

Thoughts of sailing The Drowning only made me worry for my mother and mourn for Axel.

I swore to protect Drak’s wife, he’d said.

I’d only become Drak’s wife in this lifetime if I found the last shard—if I stayed safe and free to make sure Axel’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain.

Tears pricked my eyes, and when slick earth slid beneath my boots, I fell again. I couldn’t see the ground, making it impossible to avoid sharp rocks. My hands flung out, slamming the heels of my palms against stone and leaves covered in a thin layer of crunchy ice.

Stasia gasped and spun around, dropping to a crouch before me. “Finan!” She twisted and shouted at the figure several paces ahead. He didn’t stop as he threw a glance over his shoulder. “Come back!”

With her help, I peeled off the ground and pulled my legs beneath me. I curled over myself and drew the crystal from my pocket, pressing the sharp edges against my chest. Every inch of his soul touched my skin, and I soaked up the warmth, desperate and thirsty for him.

Finan marched up to us with his boots slamming into rock and smashing branches. He frowned down at me. “If we stop again, we’ll suffer another night out here. It’s a miracle we survived three already.”

Stasia rolled her eyes. “Miracle? Or is it that you’re the most feared executioner of this decade and we’re traveling with a damn goddess?” She tilted her chin up to him, and though she sat on the ground at his feet, somehow she looked taller. “Did you ever think of that, Pup?”

Finan forced a breath through his nose, but when his gaze slid to her, the hard line of his grimace softened. After a moment of them staring at each other like that—unspoken words shared that I wasn’t privy to—he parted his lips‌. “Don’t call me Pup.”

Stasia lifted her hand and gave him an exaggerated salute. “Absolutely, Pup!” His mouth twitched. Was that a smile? On Finan? “And by ‘goddess’, I meant myself, obviously. I’ve been told my sweetbread is divine.”

I wasn’t sure if Finan coughed or if he stifled a laugh, but he faced his back to us. His head swiveled, pretending to survey the forest as he ignored her.

Stasia poked the back of his leg. “Excuse me, but don’t act like you didn’t literally tell Samuel and Thorfinn that you’d marry me just to eat my bread every day.”

“I was nine, Sass.”

I watched Stasia as he said the name I’d never heard before. Pastel pink gave life to her transparently white cheeks. She was so pale, her veins showed like jagged creeks of azure along her chin and down her neck, where old scars revealed how many times vampires had fed on her when she served them.

Her lips, the same shade of pink, tilted. “If anybody can survive in this forest, it's Sass and Pup and their goddess friend.”

Finan finally turned back, peering down at her. “I thought you were the goddess.”

Flinging a curl over her shoulder, she fluttered her blonde-white eyelashes. “Why, thank you.”

He only shook his head and sighed.

Another scream echoed along the wind, but none of us flinched anymore. As soon as darkness fell, the cries came often enough that we’d grown numb to death. If the vampires did, in fact, drain their victims.

“The closer we get to the castle, the worse it’s becoming,” Finan’s voice came out rougher now. He cleared his throat and fingered the dagger tucked into the belt at his hip. It was a weak weapon compared with the sword strapped to his back and the ax he’d used to behead witches that was slung at his other hip. “We won’t last another night.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked, though every word was an effort to force through my raw throat. Tears still pooled at my eyelids.

His tenuous, grim smile said I was nothing but a pathetic child in his eyes. He was only doing this for Stasia. Who knew if he believed I could—that Drak could—overthrow Silver. “Do you have any clue how many vampires are in Mara now?”

I winced. I knew my sister was building an army to secure her reign in Vylheim, and she didn’t care how many people she killed to do it, but I didn’t stop to dwell on just how many monsters she would have made, or sanctioned the creation of.

Finan folded his arms across his chest. “I was witness to the making of many new vampires before we embarked for West Anglor. With so many young vampires, they feed often and savagely. The youngest vampires hang around the castle, and when hunger takes over, they lack the logic to be wary of a goddess. If we risk sleeping tonight, they’ll eat all of us without a second thought. Besides, it’s an ideal time to slip into the castle unnoticed. We will have kept pace with the Grimward and the captives. We want to arrive when it becomes crowded and chaotic.”

I grimaced. “I need to rest now if I’m going to figure out where I need to go once we get inside the castle.” I couldn’t deal with this pain and focus on thrusting my foresight into Soren at the same time. Because Drak’s soul didn’t react to our movement, the way it’d burned brighter on West Anglor’s shores, I had no direction to follow for the last shard. I needed the half-Valkyrie, and I had Odin’s magic to do it.

Finan was relentless. “We’ll be safer under Mara’s Keep than we are out here. Newly turned vampires get cast out of the castle after dark to fend for themselves. It keeps the villagers from revolting.” My stomach was going to revolt with every additional detail I learned about the kingdom under my sister’s reign. “We’ll sneak in through the old tunnels. At least there the walls will block this wind.”

I licked my lips, but said nothing. I didn’t have the energy to argue. Odin’s foresight would have to wait until we were under the castle. According to Axel, I’d have more access to Soren there, thanks to the painted tunnels.

Stasia stuck out her lower lip. “But if we don’t rest now, none of us will ever taste my sweet bread again.” She held up her slender fingers. “I can’t bake if these freeze off.”

Finan softened, but his stance didn’t change. “We keep moving.”

I didn’t fight it because I’d seen a young vampire before. When Drak turned Ragna to stop her from dying, she became feral during the transformation. Other vampires had been the only obstacle preventing her from attacking any nearby humans.

I tucked Drak’s soul back into my pocket, already missing the slight warmth emanating from it.

Stasia slipped a hand under the crook of my elbow and helped me to my feet. It was surprisingly easy, and I didn’t realize why until I stood and saw Finan on my other side. My left arm had gone numb, unable to feel his grip on my bicep as he gave me a lift to my feet.

I dipped my head in gratitude, but he didn’t react as he spun around and stepped into the darkness.

Hours passed with my heart skipping, and dark spots swirling in my vision. The pain lanced across my chest, leaving a lingering ache that sharpened like a flash of lightning beneath my ribs.

I had to keep going because I’d promised Axel I’d make it to Soren. I’d find his son and restore a kingdom that allowed him to be free again. Even if Axel would never witness that day, I could give both Soren and Drak their lives back.

Don’t fall again. Don’t succumb to the pain.

I’d take a weak heart a hundred times over the claws of grief that gripped my chest. My eyes perpetually burned with tears.

Finan probably mistook my weeping as a reaction to the agonizing screams and biting cold, but Stasia understood. Occasionally, she’d fall back and walk beside me, reaching for my hand and lacing her fingers through mine. I kept my other hand on Drak, and hoped his soul would pulse with life at my touch, but I was so numb now that I didn’t know if the crystal burned hotter or not. I clung to him and to the hope that this was worth it. The last remnant of him was within that castle. It had to be. Rarely did he leave Mara’s Keep as a vampire.

I suspected he most valued the moment he became king, but I wanted it to be the first time we made love. Either way, the last piece was inside those ugly grey walls.

My vision waned with black specks threatening to blind me by the time we stopped to rest. At the foot of the hill, we reached a clearing just outside the village. The unsightly castle stood out in the distance, featureless and merging with the clouds that matched its emptiness. The stone lacked any shine at all, only flat and dull except for something with color that dotted the front.

Long brown spikes stood every few feet at the castle’s entrance, like wooden bars in a dungeon. The oak spears jutted from the ground, and I guessed at the vague spheres that sat atop the spikes—heads. I didn’t know who Silver decorated the castle with, but she must have ordered the beheading of several dozen people.

My stomach hitched, but I had nothing to throw up. We hadn’t eaten since last night when Finan shared salted fish from the provisions he took off the longship. Only bile remained on my tongue where the flavor of salt and cod had melted away.

If Vylheim was miserable when a vampire sat on the throne, it was worse now. I never thought this kingdom could sink any lower than beheading witches and tormenting humans into survival mode, forcing them to live just long enough to serve as food for the vampires who fed on them, but Silver managed to make it worse.

Where Mara was once a bustling village with markets and children playing in the streets, the kingdom had fallen silent. Screams were the sole proof that people still lived, if not for long.

Behind us, a mass of bodies pulsed toward the castle, Grimward and captives, witches and sacrifices for Silver. She would decide if it was enough, or she’d send another wave of villagers across Drukna. We kept a steady hour pace ahead of them in the shadows, but my weak limbs and thundering heart dragged like dead bodies, and the crowd caught up to us quickly. Our arrival would coincide as long as they didn’t overtake us, and the ensuing disorder would serve as our cover.

I twisted, focusing on the path where dark red spots stained the stone and dirt. I tore my eyes away from the village and looked ahead.

Our final task was to follow the trees as we went up the hill adjacent to the castle. There, we’d sneak into the old tunnels the vampires built centuries ago. We clung to the hope that they remained as forsaken and overlooked as they were when I arrived at Mara’s Keep.

The tunnels weren’t considered a weakness to the fortress because who dared approach the castle when it was surrounded by executioners?

We did.

Stupid and reckless and desperate, we emerged from the trees with our sights set on the tunnel, but it was something else that caught my attention—smeared black across the castle. Jagged black lines streamed down the side of Mara’s Keep like a poison spreading through the castle’s veins. It snaked down from the windows high above, with streaks dripping from the towers.

The castle was no longer just a mass of grey stone against a slate sky; it was haunting, like a monster’s long, thin claws were clutching the building from above.

This couldn’t be the hand of the gods. I refused to believe they had reached back into our realm this easily already. The black was something else, something alive and moving.

“What is it?” Stasia breathed.

Finan’s throat bobbed, and he opened his mouth, but before he spoke, I understood. Either my foresight as Odin allowed me to anticipate his words, or my mind had finally become clear enough to grasp what I was looking at.

“Blood,” I said. Stasia drew a sharp breath. “Vampire blood.” I swallowed, trying to rid my tongue of the bitter taste of the word.

“That’s good, right?” she said. “The vampires are killing each other? Easy for us.”

I exchanged a look with Finan. “Those heads,” I said, “they belonged to the vampires loyal to Drak, didn’t they?”

He didn’t have to respond. Why their blood stained the outside walls, I didn’t want to know, but it’d be permanently black. My sister forever marred Mara’s Keep, so that it was no longer just an ugly maze of halls and rock, but a mass grave. Thick lines of blood oozed slowly, never entirely drying at the thickest spots.

Vampire blood never behaved the same as human’s. Instead, the substance existed endlessly unless the vampire was properly staked, always wet, forever undead when it didn’t turn to ash. Which meant Silver didn’t destroy the vampires…she did something else to them. I didn’t want to imagine what her powers as their maker could do. Hel, when I had the power to create vampires as Myrah, I used it without a second thought to get to Rune. Silver didn’t have a lover to do this for, but the pull of power was enough to use it again and again, to make vampires, grow in power, and maybe even siphon their immortality if she wanted to live longer.

Centuries of Silver as queen…I shuddered.

The black streaks elongated inch by inch, and like a trick of the eye, it gave the illusion that Mara’s Keep stretched taller and taller as it dripped. The castle loomed over us, bleeding with Silver’s rage.

If she’d killed or sent away everyone loyal to Drak, would Soren have survived? Axel claimed Soren excelled at both lurking in darkness and escaping vampires.

I slipped my hand into my pocket and ran the soft pad of my thumb against the inconsistent edges. Drak was likely beyond my reach now, maybe having been dead for too long. I didn’t know, but whatever the reason, he wasn’t leading me to the last piece of his soul.

“Now you must lead us,” Finan said. “Where are we going?”

I frowned. The throne room where Drak killed King Roderic? Or the moment he chose to become a vampire? Maybe when his mother was chosen by the gods as a huntress? Or the dungeon where Silver shattered his soul?

“I don’t know,” I whispered. Finan cursed under his breath. I shot him a glare at the same time as Stasia. He only crossed his arms and stared ahead, a grimace visible under his mask. “I told you, I have to rest before I can find him.”

“Then in we go,” he said, stepping forward into the pale light of a white moon. “You can rest in the dungeon’s tunnels.”
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Lux

“Now, we run,” Finan said.

I used to love running, but after three days and nights of hiking from Einnland’s shore to the castle and dragging my limbs up the mountain, I didn’t have the breath.

Finan pointed at the Grimward in the distance. Several men and women covered with clay predators’ faces led the way. They approached Mara’s Keep, parading their prisoners like a sea of spoils behind them—as if human lives were an object to be paraded.

“As soon as the front row of Grimward are beyond our sight at the front of the castle, we go⁠—”

“I can’t,” I said, barely able to push the words out. My heart danced its way to a premature death, each beat harsh, too fast, and yet too slow. It stopped and then stuttered again at triple speed.

“Time for Pup with a pack,” Stasia said, eyeing the Wolf. He didn’t meet her gaze when he sighed.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Stasia gave my forearm a squeeze. “He’ll carry you, on his back like a pack. We used to do it as children when the mud⁠—”

“We have to move!” Finan barked. He snatched my wrist and told me to reach my other arm over his shoulder. When he lifted me, I hooked my legs around his hips. “On my count, Sass,” he breathed.

A coil of embarrassment wound through my insides. I felt like a child carried by the older brother I never had, a boy my father would have preferred over an illegal witch daughter. After Finan counted down to one, they dashed to the opening. His pace was rough, and every bounce only made me feel sillier, but after coming all this way, I was unable to run the last stretch.

A knot of dread tightened in my gut at the thought of the blood dripping on me, the notion itself as unpleasant as chewing on ash.

After only seconds and a few lunging steps, we ducked inside and the ‘pup’ ‌dropped hold of my arms. I slid off his back and palmed my face, aware of the cold sweat at my hairline though I hadn’t been the one running. The tunnels provided warmth from the biting wind that dragged its icy teeth against my scarred cheeks. Winter howled at the opening where the blood almost reached.

Breathless, I stumbled a few steps further into the tunnel, grateful for the instant cover, because as musty as it smelled, the darkness provided shelter from the Grimward and wind. A muted shriek came right behind the shell of my ear. All the hair on my arms prickled and my veins buzzed as I spun around to see Stasia slap her hand over her mouth.

With her eyes wide, she whispered, “I’m sorry.” But she wasn’t apologizing for startling me. She wasn’t even looking at me. Her gaze fixed on the loose waves that’d escaped my braids. “Your hair…”

I touched it, and a tepid stickiness met my hand, not warm or icy, just wet. So wet that when I stared at the black staining my fingertips, I didn’t know if they’d ever wash clean and dry from the vampire blood.

I slapped my fingers against the rough stone and dragged my hand alongside it, marking the inside of Mara’s Keep to match the outside. It wasn’t the vampire blood that disturbed me, but that those vampires were gone—forever, and that however Silver tortured and killed them was unknown, likely in the most painful way, and only because of their loyalty to their king.

The blood left the tips of my fingers a dull gray. My hand shot to my pocket, tucking deep enough to grasp Drak’s soul, because the crystal edges soothed me. I pulled it from my pocket and stared at its gleam.

“Get moving,” Finan growled from deep within, already having pushed further into the tunnel.

While the shadows obscured him, the crystal illuminated our path. I stretched it out before me like a lantern at the center of my palm. Though it glowed, it didn’t radiate outward as a flame would. It absorbed the surrounding darkness by sucking shadows into nonexistence. As I crept along the narrow tunnel, the glow cast sharp shapes against the stone, like moonlight filtered through the craggy branches of a dying tree.

As we pushed deeper, Stasia at my heels, Finan’s silhouette came into view. He’d stopped and turned to face us. The glow caught the edges of his wolf’s eyes, and behind the mask I couldn’t see his real eyes, too shadowed by clay. He looked hollow.

His voice, like the keen edge of crystal, cut through the silence. “We’re beneath the throne room right now.”

“What?” I blinked. “No, this leads to Drak’s old bedchambers. The throne room is on the opposite side of the castle.”

Finan’s frown twitched. “Are you doubting me? I’ve served in this castle.”

“So have I,” Stasia shouldered her way between us. “Stop trying to argue, Pup.”

“Stasia,” he said. “Now that we’re back in Mara’s Keep, you will address me as Executioner.”

She laughed, her long curls tumbling down her back, the blond almost bright enough to stave off the shadows as well as Drak’s soul. “Oh, will I?”

Following her line-of-sight back to Finan, a red bloom behind his head caught my eye. I raised the crystal and guided the glow toward the wall above him. Drak’s soul flickered as though the light were a flame catching wind. Once, twice, then the light dulled, and it cooled, if only for a second.

Was Drak withdrawing?

The crystal resumed as normal, neutral again, and I finally traced my eyes over the images painted in stone.

Painted roses adorned the walls. Hundreds of them, with prickles and thorns jutting from long, oddly shaped stems. Some looked slanted and angular instead of depicted with the usual round petals while others appeared to be melting, their red paint running like blood from the bloom. A shudder coursed across my shoulders.

With my free hand, I brushed my fingertips over the paint. It looked fresh in some areas, cracked and faded in others. Did Soren recently paint these? The images seemed to react to my touch, though I knew that was just the glow of Drak’s soul dancing along the wall.

“We’re definitely not beneath the throne room,” I breathed.

“Right,” Stasia agreed. Finan grunted, but she cut off the sound. “You worked as an executioner here, Finn. You don’t have experience using the servant’s halls and hidden tunnels. You had the freedom to walk anywhere while we hid in all the nooks and crannies. Trust us.”

“Fine. What are we doing next?” Finan demanded.
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“Stopping,” I said. “There are clues in these paintings that will help us find Axel’s son. He will help us.”

Finan only grunted and shook his head as if I’d gone mad, but he didn’t argue or push us to keep moving.

Stopping here gave me what I needed. This was it; my connection to Soren. Though I’d never met him, I could project myself into his near future because in this tunnel, I had a kinship with him. I knew what it was like to hide and to bury yourself beneath the floorboards, to run from monsters, and become nonexistent. Soren dedicated his life to running, and he still found time for art, not just paint slapped on stone, but emotion stained in lifelike images that gradually grew sharper, deeper inward, and then seemed to melt toward the entrance.

The beauty sent my heart skipping, and the longer I stared, the less I breathed. Finally, I pulled back my hand and dropped the crystal back into my pocket. Stasia and Finan were arguing, but I didn’t hear their words. I blocked them out and focused on Soren, the roses, and the tragedy of his life as a ghost among monsters.

How did it feel to be the son of a Valkyrie? Axel’s son? My chest ached, and I let my eyelids seal shut, falling into deeper darkness.

As the wind swept through the tunnel, it produced a low, whimpering sound akin to an injured wolf; the gusts finding purchase against the stone and whistling at the mouth of the passage. I pushed that away and named the last sensations I had experienced.

My heart thudding in my ears.

The pain jolting beneath my ribcage.

My breath, raw and warm in my cool throat.

Fear. This connected us. The roses were a symbol of fear and then defiance against King Roderic. Fear consumed me until it was soon replaced by hatred, a fury that diminished and dissolved, mirroring the roses depicted on the right side of the mural. I pictured the angular roses behind my eyelids, reaching for understanding and for Soren’s intent.

Here, hatred and fear were at their peak. But the roses in the middle were perfect, like a real flower, so they must have been symbolic of… perfection? Love? Love for Axel, perhaps.

All at once my stomach bottomed out. My body went weightless, untouchable, and nonexistent all at the same time. I was standing in the tunnel only to fall through the stone and find myself out of my mind and into a stranger’s consciousness—no, their future, their intent, their experiences.

I shaped what was left of my lips and breath around his name, but nothing happened, only my mind forming the word. Soren. Though my foresight had strengthened, I hadn’t been a god long enough to call a half-Valkyrie to me.

Instead, I dipped into a vision. Before me, the tunnel in the vision was no different, except the walls were bare and my boots, black as midnight, matched the dark trousers tucked within them as I moved down a narrow staircase. With every step, the stairs closed in, and my chest tightened.

I fought the urge to rear back from this magic—this experience—and stayed with Soren instead. Where was he going? The grey walls could have been anywhere, but I recognized the hideous stagnation that was Mara’s Keep. He was here somewhere, and in minutes, he’d be descending deeper and deeper beneath the castle.

The staircase tightened and the steps grew smaller, with the walls touching my shoulders on either side. Though I knew this was Soren’s experience, not mine, I still wanted to claw at my throat and beg for air in the small space. I clenched my fingers to keep my hands at my sides.

I had to turn sideways and inch along the next steps because this was no longer a staircase but a tomb with steps. My pulse ramped and drawing breath into my lungs became impossible like I was beneath the surface of Drukna again.

My hand found my throat, and my other hand flew to my mouth. Salty fingers crawled in between my lips and hooked behind my teeth. Desperate for air, I pulled my mouth open more and more. I tried to pry my jaw open wider, but the movement jarred me from the vision.

“No!” I coughed, spitting my ‌fingers out as the tunnel filled in around me again. I blinked, vaguely recognizing Stasia’s voice floating at my side. All I saw were those damn roses, no stairs, and no black boots. “Soren…” I slammed my eyes shut and took control.

This was my magic, my right to see what I needed now that I’d killed Odin. I could grab this power and make it mine the way I shoved the stake into his heart. I could play god long enough to find Drak.

No, focus on Soren. Drak’s childhood friend, and perhaps his only friend other than Silver.

Soren was once a just child playing alongside a companion destined for darkness as he learned how to find souls, like the one I held now. What had become of him? If he were Drak’s friend, why didn’t he track Drak’s soul?

The tunnel faded, and I found myself far beneath where I had stood. As Soren, I was in a damp, dimly lit room, a home to rats and rusted bars, and chains. This was the dungeon—the prison of Mara’s Keep. But Soren wasn’t the one slumped against the wall, sitting nearly lifeless behind bars.

I—Soren—stared at someone locked behind bars, someone with shackles binding their feet and hands, as their dark and silver hair fell across their face. My head spun as Soren approached the cell. The dizziness amplified when he crouched and wrapped a gloved hand around the bar. I felt it beneath my palm, cold and humming with movement as Soren shook the bar.

“Wake up!”

I swallowed a cry, startled by his shouting but not yet knocked from the vision.

“Father, please,” Soren begged, his voice as frustrated as it was pained.

The prisoner lifted his head and those mossy green eyes crystalized. A gasp escaped me, and it was enough to rip me from the vision.

I turned and fell against the wall, letting my spine dig into the stone with the roses draped around me like a melting crown on my head.

Stasia grabbed my elbows and sank to the floor with me. “Are you okay?”

“It worked,” I said, speaking around the pathetic panting that forced me to my knees. “I know where he’ll be in a few minutes.” I looked up at Finan and Stasia through the wild tendrils of my escaped curls. “He’s headed to the dungeons.” An unexpected smile tilted my lips and lifted the bone-tight exhaustion weighing on my words. I pulled out the crystal, squeezing it against the soft flesh of my palm, letting it ground me in the present, and letting Drak pull me back from Odin’s magic. More to him than to Stasia, I said, “Axel’s alive.”

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]


Drak

Fucking Axel. He scared the shit out of Lux. That asshole doesn’t die. He’s a cat, and maybe he was on his ninth life, but I was willing to believe a cat with a sword had ten lives.

Lux’s voice faded after she no longer addressed me. When she didn’t touch my soul, I couldn’t reach her, but I had all the fucking time in existence to consider where that last shard went. I’d locate it and tell Lux because I wasn’t convinced Soren could—or would—find it.

Or even should…Instead of an endless search for the last piece of my soul, he should remain with Axel and devise a plan to free the bastard. Not while I was stuck in the ether with only this damn puzzle to solve.

This was on me.

Which experience as a human shaped me the most profoundly? If it wasn’t when I decided to become a vampire, it had to be when I killed King Roderic.

But it wasn’t that either, because after reliving that delicious moment when the king withered to ash in my hands, I was no closer to the truth. The memory sparked nothing but the urge to laugh at that waste of flesh as his own blood destroyed his body.

I ran a dozen other possibilities through my mind. When I won a debate against the Blood Council. When Darius finally admitted I was a better king than Roderic. When my mother’s mind cleared for almost an entire day, we spent it laughing and reminiscing about my father. None of these moments triggered anything in me.

Nothing I came up with made sense. My existence had been colorless and full of pain and a constant, gnawing vengeance until I met Lux.

Hel, maybe we did need Soren. Since I failed to recognize the most important moment of my own life, he was our only hope.
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Lux

Relief buzzed through me with renewed energy. Axel survived, and despite being chained, bound, and imprisoned, he was on the verge of reuniting with his son. After all this time.

After all this grief, I finally found something to rejoice over.

Tears brimmed in my eyes as I relived the moment Soren crouched beside Axel in the dungeon. I carried the image with me as we snaked through the tunnel, passing hundreds more roses in paintings that faded in color and style, some with petals and thorns so gnarly and twisted that I couldn’t bear to imagine what Soren must have felt as he painted them.

I never met him, and yet I grew eager to see Soren.

Something about the fact that he was alive gave me hope that I’d see Drak again. His friend had survived Silver’s brutalities, and I would too, for Drak.

As we approached Drak’s old bedchambers, I kept my eyes trained ahead. Finan listened in the halls for us, while I projected my sight forward to see the moments ahead in case anyone patrolled the halls. Crossing through the fireplace, Finan kicked at the ashes, and I wrenched my head away from the cloud of black dust—a sight too painfully similar to my last image of Drak as his ashes flaked in the wind and mixed with the remnants of a torched Yggdrasil.

My ribcage enclosed tighter around my heart as I refused to look at the bed. Though this wasn’t where Drak and I consummated our fake marriage, the style of the wood frame and the linens matched it perfectly. I slipped my hand into my pocket and prayed that his soul had warmed.

But nothing changed, the crystal remained neutral.

The heat behind my eyes threatened to sting, but I blinked it away. If I trained my focus on projecting my foresight into the halls and forward over our next steps, I could skip the experience of this room entirely. I could ignore the creak of the hidden hatch beneath our feet where Ingrid used to hide, and the bloodstains on the rug under the four wooden posters from the first time I saw Drak feed on a human. The moment I’d decided to kill him.

Something brushed my arm, and I snapped my attention to Stasia as Finan approached the door with us in his wake. We were still inside the suffocating chambers where memories were as sticky as the blood dripping outside.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “Do you need to rest?” Her pink lips quirked and her lashes fluttered with a hint toward the bed. “Now’s a good time for a nap.” I tried to smile at her attempt to brighten me, but I couldn’t, so she gave my free hand a light squeeze. “When this is over, I’m baking you the fattest sweetbread.”

“There’s going to be a shortage of food because of how many captives we brought back from West Anglor,” Finan commented, his gaze fixed forward.

Stasia rolled her eyes. “Which is exactly why I belong on that throne. I’d make food our number one priority.”

“As it should be,” Finan added. It was the first agreeable thing I’d heard him say in…maybe forever, but the light in Stasia’s eyes dimmed, and that perpetual smile on her mouth twitched.

My brow furrowed as I tilted my head at her, but I didn’t have a chance to return the favor and ask her if she was okay. We slipped into the hall, and I sucked in a slow breath as if I were the huntress again, stalking through this maze of grey to stake vampires sent by Silver.

Hel, I hated that calling. I hated having to wrestle with cocky, blood-lusting men and women. I hated to have to kill them after their souls had already been ripped away from them. But at least Drak was alive when I was a huntress, at least I could talk to him and feel his arms around me, even if every time I came close to him, Odin’s cruel voice clawed at the inside of my skull.

Talk of sweetbread got me through Drak’s bedchambers, and now I thought of nothing but Soren and the final piece of Drak’s soul.

It had to be in this castle, but with every corner we turned, and every staircase we descended, the crystal stayed muted. Unchanged. My soul did the opposite, shuddering like a chilled child in the dead of winter.

Finally, Finan led us to that same crowded staircase I’d seen through Soren’s eyes where the steps shrank into a tight tomb. He went ahead of us, prepared to find another executioner standing guard, or perhaps a vampire, though it was unlikely a vampire would stoop low enough to stand post in a dungeon. Or to stand post anywhere, unless Silver compelled them to do so.

An icy finger drew down my spine at the thought of my sister’s unchallenged power, the maker. Only Drak could dethrone her.

The thought of living here with him as king soured my tongue because he didn’t want it, and what he said when he died—right before I killed him—proved that. We both wanted the same thing: to return to our lives as Rune and Myrah, on a farm, peaceful except to defend our home against West Anglans.

I hurried when Finan signaled the dungeon's path was open, looking forward to meeting Soren and seeing Axel again. Each downward descent swallowed us in stone, tighter and tighter until we had to turn to the side. Finan forced his shoulders through the narrow opening, followed by Stasia. My butt didn’t want to fit, but with Stasia’s long fingers wrapped around my wrist, she pulled me through.

Rusted bars attached to the ground, and the cell stretched into the arched grey ceiling. The draft didn’t reach the dungeon, but a wet chill blanketed the rock and steel, bringing a bone-deep cold different from Vylheim’s wind. Rags with dark brown stains scattered the floor inside the cell, and beside the rags, Axel sat slumped over.

Soren was gone. There was no trace of the Valkyrie son I’d witnessed here just half an hour ago.

Axel didn’t see us as he sat with his chin to his chest and hair hanging in his face. He didn’t bother with the effort of lifting his head as we approached. Jagged lines marred his forearms, which lay splayed upward, as if he were letting the dim light of the torch on the wall bathe them. But the light hardly reached him, only enough to show that the lines were scars—scars that matched several punctures all over his neck. The vampires had clawed him, bitten him, and bled him, and the rags must have been his feeble attempt to soak his blood and stop the flow.

Shadows coated him, blurring the ground around him and beyond his cell. Mara’s Keep housed more prisons, one like where Silver stayed, but just as above, the underground was a maze. Instead of grey, black shadows made it more difficult to find our way.

I took a single step closer, ‌my fingers brushing my lips as the low flame in the lantern reflected off pools of red. At least five shallow bronze bowls surrounded him, full of thick blood.

“Axel?” I said as I gathered the courage to rush over to him. I dropped to a crouch and clutched the bars just as I’d seen Soren do.

Axel dragged his head up and, after a full minute, his green eyes shifted to recognition. To my shock, a slight tilt of his lips gave the impression of a smile. “You escaped?”

I reached through the bars and brushed the hair from his face. His wince broke my heart. The only touch he’d endured in the past few days must have been pure pain. “And you survived.” A hint of a smile touched my lips. I gripped the cold, rough metal of the cell lock, my fingers tightening around it, and yanked at the heavy, corroded chains that bound the door.

“It’s useless,” he said. “Silver’s the only one with the key.”

“We can cut through it,” I said.

“This is a waste of your time, Lux.” His voice waned. A cough escaped him, and the way it wracked his weak body made me wince. Just a few days ago, I saw him expertly duel one, two, even three opponents with his sword. I watched him win, but now and with so much blood lost, he appeared more like a corpse than the man I cared for. His tongue darted out over his cracked lips, where dark blood crusted in the crevices. “Soren will guide you—” another cough cut him off. His throat was likely dry since there wasn’t so much as a cup of water here to sustain him.

“Did you see him again? Your son?” I bit back the rest because Axel was fading as fast as the lantern. I needed to know where Soren was, but rushing Axel was an injustice.

His throat bobbed, and after his tongue darted out over his lips again, he managed a rough demand. “Soren, come out.” Nobody emerged from the shadows, and though I knew the narrow hall continued down past Axel’s cell, no movement stirred there either. Soren had nowhere to hide, and yet we didn’t see him. Axel let his skull fall back against the stone. “Son, these are people I trust.”

Again, nothing happened.

I glanced at Finan and Stasia. I didn’t blame Soren for his nature to hide from an executioner. Particularly if he knew about the Wolf, a Grimward renowned for his extensive kill count.

“Soren,” Axel said again, and then he spoke in a language I didn’t understand with a string of noises that didn’t sound like words.

Finally, the shadows fluttered, and my muscles hardened. My jaw clicked, and everything within me steeled to prepare for the sight of a Valkyrie; a sight I hadn’t seen since I almost lost Drak after Odin sent one of his messengers to torment him. Here I’d meet another Valkyrie—impossible to hear and yet understandable, fierce and terrifying at the whim of Odin—if Soren was anything like the last Valkryie I’d met.

But Odin was dead and Soren never served him, so I willed myself to breathe when the lantern guttered as the darkness reshaped itself.

Soren didn’t step out of the shadows; the shadows sloughed away when he emerged. He was a shadow, a part of them, and I hardly comprehended the manifestation of the intangible man before me. The darkness around his limbs fell away last, and he became a full-bodied, red-blooded-looking human.

Though the black moved around him, like dark waters he’d commanded to dissipate, he never moved. Against the far wall on the right, he leaned against the wall with his arms and legs crossed and a shit-eating grin angling half his mouth. Like his father, Soren’s thick hair framed his face with chestnut waves hanging at his forehead, overgrown, and yet perfectly placed. Dashing, and yet unruly, he seemed nothing like his reserved father. Everything about his stance and expression and the way he commanded the shadows exuded arrogance, and I immediately knew why Drak and Soren had become such good friends.

“Excuse me, what did I just witness?” Stasia said as she stared at him. She bit her lower lip, and the way Finan watched her stare at Soren wasn’t lost on me. The Wolf looked ready to pounce. “Nobody told us Valkyries could…what? Become invisible?”

“Shapeshifting,” Soren said, never dropping that grin as he raked his gaze over Stasia’s disbelieving look. “Odin could turn into a raven. Now cut that power in half for his Valkyries, who could only appear as winged humans. And then cut it in half again for the son of a Valkyrie. Transforming into shadow is easier than becoming a whole-ass bird.”

“Damn, that’s fascinating.” Stasia folded her arms, almost mirroring Soren’s stance.

“Damn, indeed.” He gave a little bow and returned to his tilted lean. “It’s still the same general idea. I can perform a dark and sleek transformation just as Papa Odin did when he shifted into a raven, but—” he raised a finger and shoved off the wall. “Since my father was the only one crazy enough to fuck a Valkyrie⁠—”

“Soren!” Axel had found his strength and, though he never yelled, the demand in his voice was palpable.

“Pardon me.” Soren threw his hands up in surrender. “Since he was the only one crazy enough to fall in love with one of Odin’s messengers, I’m the only known half-Valkyrie…” he paused and took a step closer to Stasia. “Ever.”

With his hand out, he silently requested she place her palm in his.

Finan cursed under his breath. “That’s how you’ve been able to evade us all this time.”

Soren paid him no attention, and when Stasia gave him her hand, he kissed the back of it.

Finan lunged forward and slapped Soren’s hand away. “That’s enough. We’re wasting time.” Facing me, he frowned. “What the fuck are we doing talking to a thief?”

I exchanged a look with Axel. “If you want Silver off the throne, we need Soren to help us find the piece of Drak’s soul that will bring him back and dethrone her.” Though he already knew enough to bring us here, I reminded him of our goal. He was still the executioner, still a killer of witches, still…not entirely trustworthy in my opinion. Though I rarely trusted anyone.

“I don’t care who’s on the throne as long as—” he glanced at Stasia and then swallowed.

She lifted her chin. “No, Pup, don’t stop now. Say it. As long as what?”

He ran his teeth over his lower lip before shaking his head. “Just as long as we can all eat again, rather than being eaten.” His gaze darted from Stasia to the bowls of blood.

“Hmm,” Stasia said. “I do enjoy a good meal.”

Soren snorted. “Me too.” His gaze was suggestive as it trailed over Stasia’s dress. The fact that we’d been wearing the same clothes and only bathing in streams without florals and oils didn’t deter his interest.

Stasia’s rosy cheeks went almost as red as the blood gathered around Axel.

Finan cursed again. “Let’s get on with it. If we’re looking for a soul, then why the fuck are we standing around like the useless Grimward I sacrificed to vampires when they hesitated⁠—”

Stasia placed a quiet hand on his arm, which silenced him with a single touch. She shook her head and offered him a grim smile. “Nobody wants to hear you rant, Pup.”

As she murmured, I stood and faced Soren, producing the crystal from my pocket. His green eyes flashed, and shadows swelled around him, ominous and curious, as if they were entities of their own.

In a blink, the shadows vanished, and he closed the distance between us. Snatching the soul from my hand, breath caught in my throat. My stomach dropped as he held it up to the waning lantern. The crystal didn’t burn him like it did everyone else.

“I’ve never seen one so restored,” he marveled. “This is fascinating. And these cracks…” his jaw fell open as he scrutinized it.

“Cracks?” I reached for it absently.

“There are cracks where the pieces rejoined,” he stated, his gaze locked onto the crystal. For the first time, I noticed the delicate, spiderweb cracks separating the first and second shard's growth. I squinted at the nearly non-existent crack snaking through Drak’s soul. It was thin and jagged, but also blacker than midnight.

“Are the two shards not…restored?” I asked, speaking through the quiver in my throat.

“No, it’s restored, but these are memories of what his soul once became.” He looked up at me. “I think his soul will remember being broken, maybe even being a vampire. I don’t know what that means, but goddamn, it's beautiful, isn’t it? It’s—” he stopped himself and lowered the crystal, offering it back to me. With a swallow, he gathered himself. I didn’t want to think about what Drak’s soul might remember. “I suggest you take it away before I estimate how much a beauty like this would fetch on the shadow market.”

“Shadow market?” I couldn’t help myself as I wrapped my fingers around the crystal.

“Vampires, humans, and witches all buy,” he said as he gestured toward the stairs. “I’ve even sold a piece of a soul to one of those people…. What are they called?” he snapped twice. “West Anglans? The wooded folk. You know? From across the pond. Anyone with a coin and the will to do so can find a way. Souls are very valuable, and most valuable to the vampire who lost them.”

Stasia laughed. “By lost, I’m assuming you stole these souls and then sold them back to those you stole from?”

Soren wagged his finger at her. “She’s a smart one. Damn if I don’t like them cunning.” After folding his arms again, he added, “And a little angry and mean too. You know, ladies who like to yell and will fight with me⁠—”

“Too bad for you,” I said before Finan cut the half-Valkyrie’s head off. Based on the ferocity swimming in the eyes behind the wolf mask, he was ready to unsheathe his sword and gut him before he said another word. “Stasia is the sweetest person I’ve ever met. Smart, but never mean. Now, can we focus? I’m here for King Drakkar.”

“That bastard,” Soren frowned as he said it. Flashes of the Grimward disparaging my husband’s name came back with a vengeance.

I swallowed a hiss and nodded. “Drak. The true king, your king.” Straightening, I held his gaze. “I’ve found the first two pieces. I just need to restore the final piece, and I believe, based on Brynhild’s account of the only other attempts to restore a soul, that the last piece is here in Mara’s Keep. I’ve been told that you can help us find it.”

He brought his hand to his mouth, tapping thoughtfully and then scratching at his short facial hair. “I can help find any broken soul, that’s true. But I’ll tell you right now, there’s not a single sliver of anyone’s soul anywhere near Mara’s Keep. I guarantee it.”

My stomach dropped. After all the good that’d come from descending into the bowels of this hideous castle, finding Soren and seeing Axel, sourness swirled at the back of my tongue and the hope I’d clung to as tightly as I clutched Drak’s soul dissipated faster than Soren’s shadows.

His soul wasn’t here.

Where are you, Drak?
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Ipried my teeth apart long enough to hiss out a few words. “I don’t believe you.”

After three days of fighting to get to the castle, weeks of analyzing Brynhild’s words, and every hour of trying to reach Drak through the pieces to show me the way, I insisted that the shard had to be here. Drak had been too young to recall any life he had lived beyond Mara’s Keep. Certainly, the most significant memory wasn’t as an infant.

Soren only lifted one shoulder. The shield-maiden within me from my days as Myrah, wanted to smash his front teeth and see the blood spill onto his face, but that part of me quieted as quickly as it surfaced. The only fighting I’d ever done was for survival and to defend or expand our home—in every lifetime. So instead, I forced a grim smile and said, “Is that it? You tell me it’s not here and then shrug, nothing more?” The back of my eyes stung. “Wasn’t Drak your friend?”

A frown ghosted across his lips and his bright eyes sank to the blood bowls beside his father. After a second, he snapped his attention back to me. “You’d have to ask Drak that.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Hurt made the dimples on either side of his mouth vanish, and his lips pursed.

His father spoke before he did. “Drak promised me he’d find you.”

“Well, that’s a broken promise,” Soren said.

Axel put more effort into his voice, his gaze harsh and heavy on his son. “Only because Drak sacrificed himself for his queen. He died knowing Queen Lux would free our home from the gods’ wrath.”

The freckles dusting Soren’s cheekbones lifted with the curious tilt of his mouth. He eyed me. “Yes, I heard all about your loyalty to Queen Lux, but she’s here now and she can’t even free you.”

“Don’t play dumb, son,” he said. “You understand what it takes to reclaim the throne. That’s her objective, and it’s the sole objective I want her to concentrate on.”

That curious tilt shifted to a hollow, half-amused smile as he nodded. “Right. Find the soul.”

Axel stared at his son. “Drak was working toward a kingdom where you would no longer have to hide. Surely, that’s the future we always dreamed of for you.”

Soren broke our shared, tenuous gaze and looked down at Axel. “That’s your dream, Father. I’ll always have to hide.”

“Not if you stop stealing.”

“I’m a thief and I’ll always be a thief—” he cut himself off with an exaggerated inhale, and with a swing of his arm, he gestured toward the shadows. “Why don’t we get this over with, hmm? Soul fragments are typically discovered at the vampire's origin point. Drak turned while he was in Silver’s cell. It’s just down this hall. If you’re so inclined to believe you know better than me, then that’s the only place it could be. So, after you, princess.”

“Queen,” Axel corrected him.

Soren rolled his eyes. “We’ll be back for you, Father.” He brushed past me and the cell and melted into the shadows.

“No,” Axel said. “You will return only after this is over.”

Soren materialized again, half his body wisps of dark shadow and the other half visible. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

Axel laughed, and though it was rough and weak, a certain joy exuded from him. “I never could.”

“I’m not leaving your bloody old ass here to die alone. I’m stealing that key and I’m coming back for you.”

“Only after you find the last piece,” Axel argued. “There’s plenty of time for me. For some reason, Silver isn’t offering me as a vessel to her vampires, and she has not marked me for sacrifice. The one time she visited, she told Ylva and Darius I was too important to be killed, so I’ll persist. Vylheim is more important.”

Soren snorted. “Yeah, well, Silver is a delusional crazy person who invented fantastical stories and creatures just to talk about killing them.” He glanced at me. “Poor Drak had to listen to her murder tales.” I flinched. Drak loved listening to me tell stories and relay sagas. He had loved it since he was Rune, so maybe he wasn’t poor at all—maybe he liked listening to Silver because it called to his memory of us. His patience and curiosity made him the perfect audience, so it was no wonder he became friends with my sister all those years ago. Soren continued, eyes on his father now. “Do you really think Silver’s not messing with you right now? She’s playing with her food.”

“She’s not a vampire; she won’t eat me.” Axel spoke in a simple, matter-of-fact tone.

“Okay,” Soren shrugged. “She’s playing with her toy’s food then.” Hearing him refer to vampires as my sister’s playthings knotted my gut. She’d never had a real childhood, and now she was a twisted little girl on a throne, playing with people’s lives.

“I can pick this,” Finan said as he pointed to the lock on Axel’s cell. He stood taller than before, his chest puffed as he reached for a dagger at his belt. “I can pick at the lock.” I was unsure if Finan’s desire to help stemmed from pure altruism or if he’d connected with Axel on the longship and cared for him now. They rarely spoke, but Axel had a unique way about him; his calm, assured countenance could draw anyone to trust and love him, maybe even the Wolf. But as Finan took long, lunging steps toward the lock and chains, he shot Soren a grim smile. “Go on ahead; I’ve got this.”

I rolled my eyes because he clearly wasn’t helping out of the goodness of his Grimward heart. This was a pissing contest against the charming thief who’d outwitted him and his crew of executioners for years. Or perhaps he just wanted to prove himself in front of Stasia. Prove that he wasn’t a complete ass? Or just prove that he was handier and cleverer than Soren? I didn’t know.

Either way, the contest didn’t interest Soren. He remained silent and disappeared into the darkness, and a moment later, his voice emerged from the shadows. “Come, princess. The shadows will show you the way.”

From the inky blackness, a dark tendril unfurled, its form twisting like a shadowy finger into an almost inviting gesture. Something within me recoiled, but I trusted Axel, and as someone who also had access to Odin’s powers, however fucked up and distorted they became through me, I understood this part of Soren. The part that harnessed whatever winning cards he could from the hand he’d drawn, because I’d done the same thing with my powers.

And the other half of me? The witch who spent her life hiding behind lies? I only wished I had the ability to become a shadow.

I glanced at Axel, who gave me the slightest dip of his head. He let his eyelids drop with his chin, and I didn’t think he’d have the energy to lift them again, so I turned and faced the darkness.

That recoil persisted as I stepped into the hall. As Soren’s power surrounded me, like wind at my back, the shadows prodded me forward, deeper. Their presence was almost tangible as the darkness swelled at my side, flanking me like floating bodyguards.

“This power,” I started, “with the shadows—what can they do?”

He laughed. “They? Oh, lovely, this is all me. There’s nobody else here.”

I shook my head. “You’re as cocky as Drak.”

“We were friends my entire childhood.”

“Does that mean you were friends with Silver, too?”

“Goddamn, fucking psychotic Silver?” His voice was lower now, not as playful, and I didn’t blame him for calling her names. “Yeah, we were friends.”

Shock stopped me mid-step. “That’s…not what I expected you to say.”

“Because I called her psychotic?”

“And maybe because admitting you were friends with a mass murderer isn’t pleasant?”

Soren blew out a breath and then released a low whistle. “Mass murderer, huh?” A chuckle followed. “She’d like that title.”

“What do you mean?” Pushing deeper into the shadows, we finally emerged where the darkness fell away. Another weak lantern hung on the wall in exactly the same spot as Axel’s cell. The absence of any breeze down here caused the flame to burn with a low, unhurried intensity for extended periods. When they finally faded, I knew servants likely came to relight them in case anyone from court needed to come down here. Fires were lit in all the bedrooms, including those that were barely occupied.

Soren spun on his heel to face me, his green eyes bright again. “All she talked about when we were kids was killing all the executioners. That and her wild stories.”

My heart skipped. “She did?”

“Fuck yeah, she did. They dragged her from her home and locked her up for most of her life. She hated their guts. It’s wild to think she’s using them now instead of just demanding the removal of their heads from their shoulders, but I also get it. They’re tools and she’s the artist.”

“The artist? Killing isn’t art.”

He winked. “I beg to differ.”

“So you’re a killer too?”

“Never. I don’t have the highest morals, but stealing is as far as I go and only to fuck with monsters.”

“What else can you tell me about Silver?”

“Look, I didn’t really spend any intimate time with your sister.” He smirked at that. “Not that she’s not intriguing as all Hel.” He blinked, focusing on me again. “We had a childhood friendship, that’s all. When Drak told me to fuck off, I fucked off, and I haven’t spoken to Silver since I was a lad.”

I nodded, signaling that I had heard him as I eyed the cell. I pulled the soul from my pocket and waited to see if it’d warm. If Drak would reach out to me.

Holding my breath, I gripped the crystal tighter.

“You’re sure this is where she turned him?”

“Watched it happen.”

I blinked and whipped my attention to him. “You watched it? You saw the pieces of his soul leave his body then?”

He folded his arms and shook his head. “Yeah, sure, if only this could be so easy. Unlike a vampire turning another vampire, where soul fragments exit through veins and solidify into crystals, this was different. There was no bleeding involved at all. I have fuck all clue where the Hel the pieces went, and trust me, watching a witch create a vampire is traumatizing.” He shrugged, which was apparently his signature move. “I may have closed my eyes once or twice.”

“Fine.” I drew a deep breath and scanned the cell again. Without looking at him, I extended my hand. “Give me your dagger.”

“What makes you think⁠—”

“Give me any weapon you have.”

He sighed, and cold metal met my palm. I closed my fingers around the hilt of a small knife and, crouching, I set the crystal on the ground at my feet. With my palm splayed, I bared the scars of the former runes I’d carved into it, hoping the new runes would stand out against the scarred and imperfect skin.

The rune for victory was most fitting, since Drak had craved dominance and victory. So intending to use this rune, I pressed the steel against my skin until it broke the surface. Blood pooled at the center of my palm, and I seethed as I dragged the knife into the shape of Tiwaz, which also represented leadership, to relate to the moment he forged the power to overthrow the king and become Vylheim’s leader.

With that done, I swallowed the pain and gathered the courage to continue with the next rune, combining my next best guess. “Hagalaz,” I whispered as I drew the shape over the other rune. Since Hagalaz was a form of change, I thought it represented the change in Drak’s life from alive to undead. From a soul-bearing human to a soulless vampire.

I let the blood drip onto the floor and the crystal at the center of the cell, rolling over the heel of my palm. Each drop splashed onto the ground near my feet, with a few clinging to his soul.

“I have to say,” Soren’s voice cut through my daze around the drip, dripping blood. “This is kind of brutal.”

“It worked before,” I snapped, the pain inspiring frustration, or maybe it was the failure that upset me the most. “What the fuck is wrong? Why isn’t it working?”

“I told you⁠—”

Before he could finish that, I spun around and glared at him, my fists tightening and pushing more blood out. The slick liquid felt slippery and warm beneath my fingers, but I ignored the stinging and jabbed a finger at him. “Don’t say it.” Tears sprang to the corners of my eyes. Why didn’t this work? Was it the runes? The location?

“Hey, hey,” he said, his voice oddly soft. “Don’t cry, babe.” I frowned at him, and he threw up his hands in surrender. “It’s not a personal thing; I call everyone that, except for vampires and my dad, for obvious reasons. I’m not about to steal Drak’s girl, I’m just saying, you did nothing wrong. There’s not a sliver of a soul anywhere near Mara’s Keep, because if there were, I’d have it in my collection.”

I blinked back the tears and tried to focus on him through the blur. “Your collection?”

He sighed. “I take it you want to see if any are Drak’s pieces? Because why shouldn’t we waste more time while my father rots in a cell and you bleed out all over the place?” He flicked his hand toward the crystal, now red with my blood. “How about you just believe me when I say I can name every single piece of soul I have. I know which vampire they came from because I was there when they turned. None of them belong to Drak.”

I closed my eyes, letting my eyelids be the barrier against my tears, unsure if they were for Axel, my throbbing palm, or the sheer exasperation of forcing my way into this dreadful castle only to discover nothing.

“Listen,” his soft voice only made my tears pulse harder. He reminded me too much of Drak: arrogant at times, but gentle and kind when he was looking after people. “Let’s go back to my good ol’ Pop and he’ll calm you down. He’s got a knack for that. Maybe your little wolfy friend even broke him out by now. That’s something good, right?”

I peeled my eyes open, my jaw still set with frustration. But his words were enough to convince me to release the grip I held on the blood I couldn’t keep in my hands. It slipped out slower now without the pressure. Drip, drip.

Soren offered me a goofy smile. “Drak would be pleased if your friend breaks Axel out. So, like I said, something good.” He clapped his hands in front of him. “Then we go find the real piece. I’m up for an adventure. Don’t know if my old man has the energy, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to the moat.”

He stooped and picked up the crystal. For a second, I only stared at the way he held it so casually. It didn’t burn him like it did anyone else who’d held it.

I snagged it from him and paused, turning it in my good hand and checking every angle to see if Drak had reached out to me, but the crystal neither brightened nor warmed. Nothing changed.

The most important memory wasn't his last human moment.

Soren reached up and over his shoulder, hooking his fingers on the collar of his tunic before dragging it over his head. He yanked the shirt off and tore at the seam around the sleeve hem. Offering it to me, he tilted his chin toward my injured hand.

“Thank you,” I accepted the scrap of fabric and wrapped it around my hand. By tucking it around itself, I tied it tight enough using my teeth and free hand to secure it and staunch the flow of blood.

“Drak would help,” he said simply. “Guess I should too.”

“I thought you had an issue with Drak.”

He hummed. “Drak had an issue with me. He was like a big brother, so I stayed nearby and admired him from the shadows after he told me to leave, as little brothers do.” With a smirk, he returned to the hall. “I probably annoyed the Hel out of him.”

“I don’t know how to bring him back.” Emotion strangled my words, but I swallowed and kept talking through the strain in my throat as I stalked after him into the shadows. “I’ve exhausted all my ideas for finding the last shard.”

“Well, how did you find the first two?” The shadows spoke around me with Soren’s curious voice.

“Brynhild’s journal. She recorded an account of another attempt to restore a soul. It didn’t work because they didn’t have Odin’s power to breathe life into the body.”

“I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about, so please elaborate.”

I recited every word from memory, having read the account too many times now. Once I reached the passage about the third shard, I slowed and carefully enunciated each word.

By the time I finished, we were back at Axel’s cell. Nothing had changed here either.

A sheen of sweat shimmered beneath Finan’s mask as he kept twisting and turning the blade in the keyhole. Stasia stretched her neck above Finan’s head and shook her head slowly. The lock picking clearly wasn’t working, so it was about as successful as my attempt at restoring the last shard, but significantly less bloody.

After a moment, Soren shook his head. He sighed too loudly and clucked his tongue. “Oh, Princess Lux, I see your problem.”

“Do you?”

“It’s like a riddle, and you’re misinterpreting the answer. It’s not the vampire’s memory of something around when they were human, it's the memory of the vampire’s last pieces of humanity.”

“I’m lost.”

“And bloody,” Soren said as he nodded at the piece of his sleeve soaking with blood in my palm. “It’s the memory during their existence as a vampire that made them feel the most human.”

“You’re sure?”

“I deal in souls, Lux⁠—”

“Queen Lux,” Axel corrected.

Soren ignored him. “The point is, I’m not completely sure. I’m not Brynhild, but I’m a Hel of a lot more sure that that’s the correct interpretation than assuming it was during their life. Because didn’t you already get the second shard? That was his most important memory during his human life. Why would there be two?”

Damn, he was right. How did I not see this? Desperation blurred my understanding. I relied too much on Drak’s responses, and now he was…quiet. Gone.

My heart clenched and my hand still throbbed. The ache reached my head, and I was suddenly so desperate for a drink of water. Despite suffering pain all over, my thoughts continued to race.

I spoke calming phrases under my breath until the answer came to me. The most important memory that made Drak feel human…

It wouldn’t have been our consummation, nor our wedding. It wasn’t in this castle at all, which meant it had to be in the wasteland at the tree of Yggdrasil when I finally told him I loved him. When I finally said the truth aloud…

“Go,” Axel’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Leave me.”

My eyes popped open when someone gripped my arm. Stasia was already grabbing my wrist and dragging me back into the darkness at the sound of thundering footsteps echoing from the stairs. “Someone’s coming,” she said. Soren vanished, but I sensed he hadn’t left enitrely. He wouldn’t listen to his father that‌ easily, and Axel knew it.

Axel’s voice ground out another command. “Soren, I’ll be fine. Help Lux for me.”

A grunt from the black was his only response.

“There’s another way out, right?” Stasia asked as the footsteps grew too loud, too fast.

Soren grunted again, but it sounded affirmative, if that were possible for a mere grunt.

“Executioners,” Finan said. “I know that voice. The halls are long and winding, but they’ll close in on you fast. You can’t hide like…” he groaned, eyes on Stasia. “Just go. I’ll stop them.”

Stasia hesitated and then reached out, brushing her fingers against the back of his arm before the shadows swelled around us and gently tugged us into the hall. Soren had his grip on us, and this was our only escape.

I shot Axel a look. As he offered a fragile smile mixed with pain, fear, and hope, the breaking in my heart echoed the feeling of how I imagined it felt for a soul to shatter.

I mouthed a goodbye before the shadows swallowed me whole.
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Escaping Mara’s Keep a second time flooded me with memories and gratitude. This time, I was leaving with a piece of Drak, and running toward him instead of away from him. Hel I needed to feel his hand in mine, for him to warm me and hold me while I rested, and to fall asleep together on the rug in the library he’d built for me.

That seemed a lifetime ago.

Now, we distanced ourselves from the castle. Two days of walking, then resting, then walking, and, fuck, more walking, finally got us deep into the wasteland that was blessedly free of most of the toxic air toward where Yggdrasil burned. Because it burned, we were almost free of the toxic air and free of the gods’ punishments.

Stasia’s heavy breaths panted as she offered me a hand to help me climb over a boulder. Despite the clearing air, the steep climb left even Soren less than witty. Out of breath, he kept his comments quiet since we’d crossed the border.

The wasteland had changed since my last climb up this mountain; at least, it felt that way without Odin's constant yelling. Bloodstains still covered the dirt, but we were no longer edging toward the gods’ domain. They controlled nothing here anymore—at least not until Silver invited them back.

A cold drip of ice slithered down my spine, and I forced my feet faster. At this pace, climbing to where Yggdrasil burned could kill me, but I refused to stop.

Not with Drak’s soul finally reaching out to me and communicating with me through slow warming within.

The moment we directed our path toward the wasteland, the crystal went from neutral to humming with the faint touch of life. The temperature rose, if only slightly, and the glow remained steady. Drak was guiding me, and I was finally listening again. I tried to push away the regret, the ache of wasted moments when I wouldn't listen to his words while he was still alive. It hurt, and I wanted to blame the gods, but I wasn’t living a lie anymore. I’d shed all lies when I confessed that I cared for Drak. Before that, the fear of abandoning my long-held beliefs had paralyzed me. A world without helpful gods had looked hopeless…until Drak gave me power, not through Odin’s death, but by telling me the truth.

Stasia blew out a breath as Soren came to a sudden halt. She wiped her brow and perched on the edge of a rock as she looked over the rugged, forgotten land, smiling. Because, of course, Stasia’s the only one smiling here.

“What?” I asked both of them.

“This is wrong,” he said.

“It’s beautiful,” she countered.

Soren raised an eyebrow at her, and I frowned. “It was beautiful lifetimes ago, but now…”

“Now it has potential.” She lifted her hands and made a diamond shape with her fingers. Closing one eye, she scanned the rivers of red, the dirt, the view of nothing but ruins in the distance. “Can’t you see it?” she breathed. “Trees and life again? It just needs a little love and patience. Bread never rises without a little time. The air is clearing, which means the sun will reach these grounds again.”

“Are you mad?” Soren laughed. “It’s just dirt.”

“Not when we bring seed and water,” she said. “Flour is just flour until you add water and yeast. Then it becomes delicious, soft, fluffy dough—ugh! I’m so sick of dried meat.”

At that, Soren tossed her another salted fish so dry it could crack your teeth. It smacked her shoulder and fell into the dirt with a puff of dust. She ignored it as he took another bite of the fish in his hand.

After swallowing, he pointed the remains of the fish toward the ruins at the dip in the valley, miles below us. “That’s where we should be going.”

“What?” I fingered the crystal in my pocket. “No, we’ll go where the earth scarred.”

He shook his head. “Look, I let you lead us this far. But I’m sensing nothing that way other than that soul in your skirts. I’m sensing a powerful pull this way.” He pointed to the ruins.

Stasia let her head fall back with a groan. “You’re telling me we hiked a brutal mountain before you told us this? Why didn’t you say anything before?”

He frowned. “Maybe because I didn’t sense it before I got sight of those ruins?”

Twisting on the rock, she gazed at him. “How does this power of yours work?”

He stepped toward her and dropped to a crouch. After his tongue darted out and licked his lips, he cocked his head and laid a friendly hand on her shoulder. “Well, I get this sort of aching agony, and this intense need right in my core.” He fisted his tunic at his stomach and glanced at the valley below. “It’s a craving. I’m in pure desperation until I can touch it and get my release.”

“Ugh!” She shoved his hand off. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

He popped up again and shrugged. “Only halfway. It’s mostly true, but it sounds like you let your imagination run wild with my words. That’s not my fault.”

Stasia, deeply disgusted, jumped up from the rock and put several feet between them. “Who likes jokes like that?”

He shrugged again. “Told you I’m not for the weak of heart.”

She huffed. “So you’ve said.”

“Can we focus now?” I said with a sigh. “I think the most human part of Drak’s vampire life has to be when I told him I loved him.”

Soren’s eyes narrowed. “Which was in the gods’ domain? The gods he fucking hated with every piece of his being?”

I frowned. “Yes.”

With his arms folded, he shook his head. “Nah, no way. I know Drak too. That isn’t it. And there are souls down at the ruins, I feel it. There’s nothing up here except what’s already in your hand.”

I lifted the crystal from my pocket and took a seat on the now-empty rock. My gaze glued to it. “What is it, Drak?” I muttered. Nothing happened with the soul, so I closed my eyes and thought of everything we shared at the ruins.

In Old Skaldir, Drak’s memories of our first life together had solidified. That was when the absolute certainty settled in: his own identity, mine, and the profound reason for our return to this life after so many centuries. And when he told me I was his wife in a former life, when I finally believed that when he said he loved me, it was real. Not a trick.

In Old Skaldir, I gave myself to him, fully, truly, and for the first time. I’m yours, I’d said, and I meant it with every part of my being.

“I’m yours,” I whispered aloud. The crystal burst with a blinding glow and simmered in my hands. My palms were on fire until I dropped the soul in my lap. It landed in the fabric of my skirt, and I stared at it, huffing for breath. My hands burned, stinging and vibrating as the pain tingled and subsided. “Fuck,” I breathed.

“Are you okay?” Stasia asked.

I dragged my eyes up toward Soren, who stood with his arms crossed and a smirk plastered across his face. “He’s right,” I said.

“Damn right I am.” He unfolded his arms and shoved his fingers through his thick hair. “If Drak’s the king of Vylheim, I’m the king of souls.” He bent forward, face in mine, smelling of bonfire smoke and when rain hits the earth, two opposites that didn’t exist well at one time. He was a living contradiction: a male Valkyrie, and a soul stealer from those without souls. “Now you let me lead.”

I forced a grim smile. “Well, you’re as obsessed with control as Drak, that’s for fucking sure.”

He grunted and nodded. “Sure, whatever. Honestly, I’m just saying I knew Drak as well.” Something broke in his voice when he said it. I’d grown skilled at recognizing the hurt that admitting truth brings to the speaker. Hurt before freedom. Admission always started painfully, like setting a broken bone so that it could heal.

“Of course,” I said, softening to him. Soren wasn’t the asshole he wanted everyone to believe. A criminal, maybe, but only to the monsters who deserved it.

We continued down the mountain, much to Stasia’s delight. She prattled on about sweetened tea, what changes she’d make to Mara’s Keep if she were in charge, and Finan. She was an open book, admitting Finan had changed a lot since they were little, but her feelings for him hadn’t changed. No wonder I adored her friendship. Stasia spoke the truth almost as proudly as Drak, but of course, she had no real secrets to hide. She was an angel to most, a baker to many, loved by all except the vampires she manipulated when she feigned enjoyment while they fed on her. If they had turned her into a vampire while lost in their bloodlust, she’d have woken undead and mapped her pathway to the throne.

As the sun set and sent darkness shrouding the valley, I stepped up beside Soren. We stopped just inside Old Skaldir and surveyed the crumbling structures.

I touched his arm.

He flinched and shot me a look of surprise. “If you’re wondering if there’re souls here. Yeah, there’s four, maybe five hundred here, but they’re not crystalized. I sense their memories, from humans, not vampires. With this many around, I can’t pinpoint a single one, not without enough time to sift through them. So I can’t confirm if the piece of Drak’s⁠—”

“That’s not what I was thinking,” I said, shaking my head. “I just wanted to say, Drak kept your secret.” He stared ahead, his heavy lashes flickering as his gaze crossed over the brutalized landscape. “Until the very end, he kept you a secret. He didn’t even tell me much, I had to learn about you from your father. I don’t know what happened between you and Drak, but I know this.” I faced him, but he didn’t meet my eyes. “Drak protects the people he loves.” I laid a hand on his shoulder. “I think…that was his way of protecting you.”

With that, I left his side.

Stasia flopped onto a chunk of stone wall that’d fallen to the ground. Neither of them followed me, but after a few minutes of walking away from them, Soren’s voice lifted.

“I’m sorry I can’t help.”

“Don’t be,” I said without turning back. “I know exactly where the last piece is.” I smiled, marching straight to the spot where we’d set up camp the first time I came to Old Skaldir with a vampire at my side. Apparently, my words piqued their interest, because I heard footsteps jogging up behind me, and Stasia shouted she didn’t want to be excluded.

I expected the heavy air to make my lungs sting and for the memories to weigh on me. I expected sadness to bloom within me as I returned to Old Skaldir with the full realization of the life I had lost here, but I didn’t expect the giddiness rising in my chest.

Despite the tears swimming in my vision, I couldn’t stop smiling.

I was the reason Drak had felt human again, even when he had no soul.

The crystal shimmered, humming with life. I kept it wrapped in the bottom hem of my skirt as I dipped to my knees in the dust, and with my free hand, I brushed my palm over the dirt, touching the place we once called home. This was where we’d built a tent, and I gave my body, mind, and heart to him. My soul belonged to him long before.

Tears slipped over the edge and dotted the dirt with wet speckles. With both hands, I withdrew and raised the crystal, lowering it to the ground, and though this shard was from the memories of this current life, I found myself in the spot where Rune had once died fighting West Anglor, holding a piece of him again.

I flipped my palm up, eyeing the scars from my other attempts. Without a word, Soren knew to slip me the dagger I’d used in the cells. I took it and hummed my gratitude as I kept my eyes on the old runes I’d carved into my flesh.

I gripped the hilt in my fist and angled it toward my hand. Two symbols, one new rune.

It had to be gebo, the rune for love. Eager now, I dug the blade into my skin where I reopened the same wounds over and over. I ignored the slice of pain as I dragged the tip through my scars and blood rushed to the surface, pooling in the lines and dripping down my wrist. With one line carved, I dropped it down and then up again, creating two peaks before drawing another parallel line and completing gebo.

My tears dropped into the wound, sharpening the sting until I seethed. Even though Drak would have preferred me to rest when my body became so brutalized like this, I wouldn’t yet because I was too desperate to touch him and be in his presence again. The dream felt like a wicked trick, and I’d been unable to reproduce it since that day aboard the longship.

What else would create the right rune? Partnership? Joy? I closed my eyes, forcing more tears out and sliding down my dusty cheeks.

Tell me, Drak. What made you feel human?

Soren shuffled behind me but remained quiet, waiting and watching me alongside Stasia.

To me, Drak was human when he protected me, and when he gave his life for me. He’d never lost that part of his humanity. He was the first to recognize my struggles and acknowledge that my heart was weak, and that instead of hiding it and pretending I was strong, I needed rest. He gave me that.

He protected me, Soren, his mother, and Axel. He wanted to protect the entire kingdom when he became a god, and although becoming a god for vengeance was selfish, he also possessed pure, human intentions.

I peeled my eyes open and jammed the blade back into the open wound. Dirt from my hand caught on the shiny blade in flecks, and my blood coated the jagged tip.

I cut through the first rune, creating the shape of algiz for protection. Together, the shapes made a new rune that represented protection crossed with love. That was all of Drak’s human side. The line with two splitting arms at the top and a single point in the center resembled a tree reaching for the heavens. How strangely ironic that something reminding me of Yggdrasil, where I lost him, was a piece of what also brought him back to me.

“I’m yours,” I repeated. “I’m yours, Drak.”

With the new rune complete, I squeezed the blood out faster onto his soul, waiting for it to change, evolve, restore. Scarlet droplets slid over the odd angles of the crystal, finally dripping to the dirt where they’d stain the earth alongside the blood of the hundreds of souls who gave their lives during the Battle of Sundered Sky.

The soul expanded, scorching the earth around it as the sharp shapes stretched into more violent angles. Another black fracture cut through the brilliant crystal. I hesitated to touch it while steam hissed from the surface, waiting until the glow faded and the mist slowly cleared.

I reached out, swallowing as I pressed my wounded palm against it. The sharp edges dug into my cuts, but the crystal was cool to the touch.

“It’s done,” Soren said behind me, his voice full of something I couldn’t identify. “His body will be waiting where he died.”

Stasia groaned. “Not back up the mountain!”

I snapped my eyes up at him. “How did you know that?”

“It’s what you said is in the journal,” he said, still staring at the soul. His cheeks were flushed and eyes ‌consumed by the sight. I’d forgotten I’d recited the entire passage to him three times now. “And also, I see it. That’s a complete soul. It’s…” he took a labored breath. The moon glinting off the crystal reflected in his light brown eyes. “It’s calling to his body.”

I furrowed my brow, looking back at the soul. “What do you mean?”

“You can’t feel that?” he said, almost as if in a trance. “It craves to return to where it belongs. It remembers being shattered. It remembers every part of his vampire existence, and it wants nothing to do with it. It must return to where it belongs soon.”

His body, his soul’s home. Drak was my home too.

After wrapping my hand with the bandages Stasia had stolen from Mara’s Keep on our way out, I cupped the soul and stood with it in my hands.

It felt wrong to say I was bringing his soul home, because this had been our home once. Old Skaldir was where we belonged.

As Stasia, Soren, and I pushed beyond the ruins’ boundaries, I silently swore to return again with Drak when he was restored and in his body. Even if we couldn’t live here because he had to sit on that damn throne, we’d return at least one more time.

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]


Lux

If the dirt beneath his soul was scorched earth, the place where Yggdrasil burned was a scar. I stared at it in disgust. Instead of black jagged lines like from a lightning strike, or barren and stained like the ruins, the former gods’ domain was alive. This sunlit part of the wasteland showed the earliest signs of recovery, but the gods left their mark. The hole where Yggdrasil’s roots had burned was a cavern shrouded in darkness. An abyss, and in that moment, I suddenly believed this led to the underworld.

Horror choked me.

“Where’s Drak?” I pushed out the words. My frantic search began with a thudding heart and eyes blown wide. “Where’s his body?”

Other than the sprouting tiny flowers blooming at our feet, the dirt moist and tenable, and the abyss left by Yggdrasil, nothing was here. The ash was gone, dispersed by an unseen wind. Soft grey clouds drifted overhead, dimming the sunset from bright to a matte violet spread across the sky behind the clouds.

Quiet blanketed the peak—the true peak—of Vylheim. Mara’s inhabitants once believed the castle was at the apex of our world, a misunderstanding because of the wasteland’s toxic and enshrouding fumes.

Only the sound of Soren sucking air through his teeth and Stasia’s heavy breaths broke the silence. My heart slammed against my ribcage with an ache I’d do anything to cease. I’d carve into my hands again, over and over, splitting the fresh wound open to end this grief.

While the abyss held Stasia and Soren’s attention, my eyes flicked over every inch of ground in the gods’ former domain. My heart raced faster and faster the longer I looked at…nothing.

Fuck! Where are you, Drak?

My thoughts pinned on him while my gaze strayed back to the abyss. The way the shadows curled and uncurled from it, like steam from hot mead, tormented me. What the Hel was down there? Maybe it was Hel’s home. The underworld, where Loki’s forgotten daughter received part of the world’s dead under Odin’s instruction.

I stared, unable to blink as darkness ebbed and flowed, in and out, calling and beckoning us to our deaths. According to the sagas, only one of Yggdrasil’s roots reached Hel; the others stretched into the world of giants, Jotenheim, and…here, Midgard—earth. Yet, why did it seem Hel had taken control?

I forced my eyelids down, peeling them back up again through the dry sting. “No,” I said aloud. I wouldn’t believe the worst yet.

Petals crushed beneath my boots as I ran from one end of the peak to the other. The little white flowers faced the sun in worship of it, but the petals I’d stepped on ended up crushed and flattened to nothing as they squished back into the earth.

Despite the burn in my legs and my painful pulse, I ran back around the abyss, marching right up to Soren. Tears pricked my eyes, and his suave face turned watery in my sight. “Did you lie?” I asked stupidly. I licked my lips as if to wash the question away, aware of how ridiculous that sounded. Why would Soren climb this entire mountain for a lie? Besides obeying his father, who was absent and unaware that his son was with me, what would he benefit from a lie?

Between tears, I made out the angle of his brow; concern. “What?”

I shook my head and blew out a breath. “Nothing.” Palming my forehead, I ignored the throbbing in my palm against my face. “I don’t understand. Where is Drak’s body?”

Soren gave me a grim smile. “Lux, how close was he to Yggdrasil when he died?”

Ice filled my veins. We were right beneath the branches with ash raining down on us. I let my head fall back, and the tears spilled down my face as I slammed my eyes shut. “Don’t tell me he’s down there.” Soren said nothing. I opened my eyes, staring at the now-black clouds. They hung heavy and dark, as if they reflected the underworld, and a fresh, earthy scent filled the still air. “Soren, tell me I’ve gone mad.” I dropped my chin and looked at him, but his eyes remained transfixed. “Tell me this isn’t what I think it is⁠—”

He cut me off. “Do you think this is my fault?”

“What?” I straightened, startled as I blinked at him. “No, no!”

His mouth tilted into a nervous smile. “I just thought you might blame the shadows on me somehow. Ignore me. I’m too used to taking the blame⁠—”

“The underworld, Soren,” I said. “This is a gateway to Hel, isn’t it?”

He looked at me, eyes clear and round and without the mischief they often carried. “Maybe you are mad. What makes you say this?”

Because I killed the god who gave Hel this role, and now I have the knowledge of her that Odin did. I simply knew this was an entrance to Hel’s domain. No particular feeling or sudden insight accompanied it. This knowledge came to me quietly as I slowly absorbed more of Odin’s power. I hadn’t thought about it beyond his foresight. What else could I do with the role I’d stepped into? My throat tightened, but I refused to think of my prolonged mortality because I didn’t want to outlive Drak for centuries. I wanted to go with him when he passed away from natural causes.

“Lux?” Soren prodded me.

“This is an entrance to the underworld,” I said in a flat voice. The truth wasn’t always a wonderful revelation, but it needed to be heard. “And his body must be down there.”

Axel’s words came back to me. I could call upon Hel, and with Odin’s power, I could assign her a new task.

Bring Drak to me.

I peeled my dry lips apart. “Hear me, Hel. I command you to bring Drak to the surface of Midgard.” Only silence responded. “Hel, I have become Odin, I speak with his power and command, listen to me.”

The ground beneath our feet shifted. I toppled against Soren, who caught me. Straightening, I sucked in a breath and tried again. The shadows shuddered, but fell still again quickly. A third time only left me hopeless. I did not possess the strength to reach her. Like Axel said, I had not been king of the gods long enough to have the experience and superiority to command anyone else yet, especially not another god.

“I can’t reach her,” I whispered.

Soren’s eyes narrowed for a second before his mouth curved into that familiar cocky smile. “Then it’s a good thing I’m a shadow.”

I searched his face, soaking in that confidence and feeling the hope rise within me again. “You’ll find him? Down there?”

He shrugged. “Maybe, but I can’t promise anything. If you let me take his soul, I can listen to its calls and let it guide me to him.”

Instinctively, my hand shoved into my pocket and gripped the crystal. “Give it to you?” I whispered.
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“Unless you want to go down there. Be my guest.”

“What makes you willing…” I paused and glanced at the black. The shadows obscured any view, yet the abyss appeared to be the vast, gaping maw of terror. Nothing but darkness and death lay beyond. “Why aren’t you afraid?”

His grin flipped into a thoughtful frown and he shoved his fingers through his hair, pushing the overgrowth back with the locks trapped in his fist as he looked down at me. “Fuuuuck.” Breath blew out of him in a white puff. The temperature had tanked, and the mountain’s peak grew darker under cloud and night. “I hate to admit this, but, like you said, Drak kept my secret. So I guess I owe him or some shit like that.” He faced me and offered a grim smile with his arms folded. “You have Odin’s powers. You can command me—partially!” His finger shot up. “Only partially. When it comes to souls and death and all that shit, I can’t exactly say no to you.”

“And that makes you…less afraid?” I asked, attempting to wrap my head around what he wasn’t saying.

“Exactly. Because you can command me to come back here if I’m down there too long, and Hel can’t go against you. Odin’s the one who appointed her the goddess of the underworld, so if you don’t want her to drag me down to the depths, I’m pretty confident I’ll be fine. And seeing as you don’t hate me as much as your sunshine-and-sweetbread friend does here, your will isn’t to have me pulled under.” He tilted his head side-to-side. “And it helps that you also need me, and that I’m handsome as Hel—well, not Hel Hel⁠—”

“Okay,” I said as I raised my hand. “I get it.” I pulled Drak’s soul from my pocket and stretched it out to him. “Bring Drak back to me.” He stared at it with hungry eyes and one hand twitching. He could be lying about it all and playing me for a fool, but I doubted it. I’d read the sagas too, and what he said matched up with everything I’d learned and believed about the gods and the underworld. Soren was drawn to souls, but he didn’t have to descend into the hallway of Hel. “Please.”

He smirked and snatched the crystal from me. With one last look, he gave me a nod and disappeared. The shadows swayed and moved with the soul caressed among them as they shifted over the abyss and descended downward.

I glanced at Stasia, who watched everything in an unusual silence. Her mouth hung open, and when she drew a breath, I realized I hadn’t breathed since Soren took Drak’s soul from my sight. I didn’t know how Soren would find him, but I had to trust him. Lies weren’t the center of my life anymore. I trusted Axel, and Axel trusted Soren.

Time passed as we stood there, breathing faintly. Eventually, Stasia transitioned to a curled, seated position a few feet from the abyss's brink; I must have dropped to my knees at some point. I sat right at the entrance of the cavern; if I reached out, I could touch the shadows drifting up and out from the massive, craggy hole.

An icy mist blew from the depths and a strange sensation of life threatened clung to my skin, alighting goosebumps across my arms. The beauty of the afterlife pulsed in the shadows, an ethereal darkness that I wanted to look away from and yet I refused to blink in case I missed Soren returning with Drak. Beside me, Stasia shivered and sighed with what I could only assume was the same fear and awe ebbing and flowing over us, Hel’s touch.

I became vaguely aware of hunger and thirst, but ignored them as I waited. Every so often, panicked thoughts rose up. What if I couldn’t call, or will, Soren back to me? What if he couldn’t find Drak? What if none of it worked at all and I was delusional in my grief?

My pulse sped, and I suddenly couldn’t catch my breath, as if I’d just run up to the peak of the mountain. I closed my eyes and whispered the words I used to say to calm my nerves, and then later to focus my attacks on vampires.

Even killing a god and taking his powers didn’t absolve me of these nerves, only Drak calmed me. That first time he held me, warming me on our journey from Skaldir to Mara’s Keep, I’d melted into him. Only he possessed the power to silence these intrusive thoughts.

“Lux!” Stasia’s voice burst through my thoughts.

I blinked the distractions away, and without my consent, my body rose to its feet. I could only stare, only gulp tiny, desperate breaths as the shadows dragged a body from the depths of Hel. Never could I have predicted this, but there he was: my Drak, in Soren’s arms as he appeared from the shadows.

Soren fully materialized across the abyss, and even from here, the sheen of sweat on his brow was visible. His chest rose and fell with the effort as he collapsed to his knees and lowered Drak’s body to the ground. For a moment, he held still, appearing to bow before royalty.

I broke into a run, bolting around the edge of the opening with Stasia shouting something about being careful from behind me. Dirt and rocks slipped from beneath my boots and tumbled down into the abyss where they plummeted toward the underworld. I didn’t slow down. I dropped at Drak’s side, the soft grass dipping beneath my kneecaps as I draped myself over him in a desperate embrace. He was lifeless, sallow, cold, but whole, and he was here, appearing precisely as he had before ash had swallowed him.

I’d done it.

Soren gave me the soul, and I wasted no time centering it over Drak’s chest. With a ribcage as solid as bone should be, pushing the crystal inward demanded some force, but his body relented, taking in what was rightfully his, and I never questioned it. This was how it was meant to be.

I knew my next task was to breathe life into his mouth, but that was where my understanding ended. Like Odin pressing his lips to the driftwood and creating human life the first time, I was to kiss Drak and force my breath into him. The future beyond that was as dark as the path to Hel; I couldn’t see further with all my attention on restoring him.

With the last of my tears flowing in thin rivulets down my cheeks, I edged closer to his face. His eyes remained shut with his thick eyelashes, long and wet. I glanced up at the sky, only now seeing that the clouds had grown too heavy to hold the fat raindrops that hammered down on us. My wet braid plastered against my back. Rain soaked the tendrils of hair framing my face, and droplets gathered at the ends and dripped one-by-one against Drak’s skin.

I stretched halfway over him, one hand cupping his jaw where it was rough with the growth of his beard. My tears mixed with rain, pooling at his eye sockets and spilling down the sides of his cheeks. With both hands on his face, I inhaled and kissed him.

He didn’t kiss back; he couldn’t.

The tears burned hotter in my eyes, and a painful sob welled up in my throat, but I swallowed it and pulled away. The weather showered us heavier and heavier the longer I tried to give Drak life. I drew a long breath, relishing the fresh smell of rain. Prying his lips open just enough to push the air through, I kissed him harder, exhaling with as much force as my body would allow.

A single drop of water caused his right eyelid to flutter, but he didn’t move, didn’t react, didn’t respond to my touch.

“Drak.” My voice broke. “Drak, please.” I patted his chest, desperately searching for the soul again. Would I be able to feel it warm? Would he respond to me?

But his soul was gone, vanished, absorbed within, and Drak was still lifeless. Dead, but with a soul.

I slapped my hand over my mouth, my fingers quivering.

“It’s not working,” Soren said.

If I weren't so drained, I would have punched him for stating the obvious.

I’d failed, I couldn’t bring Drak back. Again, I let my head fall back as I stared at the heavens. I didn’t care about the rain hammering my eyes. Was he in Valhalla now that his soul had returned? Had the gods won again, somehow?

Everything hurt, but my heart thundered, and with each beat, sharp pangs rattled my ribcage. I couldn’t stop shivering. Soaked and defeated, I fell over Drak and tried again and again until my sobbing stole my breath away.

I laid my head on his chest and let the crying drag me under. Despite Hel’s inability to take me, I yearned for her to do so, willing to do anything to stop this grief.
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Lux

Lightning snapped and struck the peak with a jagged bolt too close to us. Dangerously close. My heartbeat stuttered as thunder followed, and the storm hammered us with a terrifying fervor.

“We have to leave!” Soren shouted over the rolling growl across the sky.

I clung tighter to Drak. “I’m not leaving,” I breathed.

He tugged at me, peeling me away from my husband as I kicked and screamed, and when Soren finally threw me over his shoulder and carried me to Stasia, I cursed at him. With pain throbbing in my temples and beneath my ribs, my foresight was unfocused. Grief tore me in two again.

Fuck this.

Despite being ripped from his side, with storm clouds gathering and rain lashing against us, I refused to accept this was our end. Drak was mine, and I’d bring him back to me somehow. I’d return to the maw of Hel and try again and again until he woke and wrapped his arms around me. Until he kissed me back.

As soon as this storm ended, I’d return.

Rain fell in sheets, blown about by a slight wind that tossed water into my eyes. The sky lit up with a crack of lightning, and the rolling thunder followed immediately after.

“We have to hurry!” Stasia shrieked, her fear palpable over the pounding storm. I pushed myself against Soren’s back with the heels of my palms digging into his wiry muscle, desperate to get free of him and run back to Drak, but I was too weak. Lifting my head, I caught sight of Stasia’s wide eyes as she followed in his wake. Beyond her, shadows from the deep remained unaffected by the storm. This wasn’t Thor’s storm, but nature displaying her fierce and wild beauty, with the howling wind and crackling thunder filling the air, otherwise Thor’s powers would affect Hel’s realm, and this storm’s only impact on the goddess of the underworld, was to aid her.

The dirt at the edges of the abyss sloughed away, creating a wider and wider yawn. The path to Hel slowly stretched as earth continued to give way. It was as horrifying as it was beautiful, because this proved nature had a voice too. The gods, whether down deep or in Valhalla and Folkvangr above, weren’t the only ones influencing our world. This was all earth—our domain.

But even as I marveled, my heart skipped.

“Put me down,” I shouted. Another bolt of lightning struck somewhere nearby, blinding me before my vision returned between winking flashes. “Soren! Put me down!”

He didn’t listen, so I slammed my fist against his back until he finally relented and I slid back down over his shoulder. As soon as my toes touched the ground, I frowned up at him. “How can you leave Drak here?”

Soren shoved past me. “Stay and die if you want to. This storm will destroy us if we don’t leave now.”

Stasia grabbed my wrist and tugged me with desperate yanks. “Come. Please, we’ll freeze or get struck⁠—”

I shook my head. “I can’t.”

“He didn’t wake up, Lux, and you promised Axel you’d take his place on Vylheim’s throne if Drak didn’t…” her shouting faded because she knew I couldn’t bear to hear it right now. I bolted forward only for Soren’s muscular arm to wrap around my stomach.

“You’ll die up here,” he said, forcing me back.

“Fuck off! I’m not leaving him!”

“This storm is a good thing, Lux,” Stasia said, her speech faltering as she attempted to persuade me to go. “Do you see this?” She pointed at the ground beneath our feet with her free hand. “The Earth is healing itself. The parched land needed water. This will no longer be a wasteland.” With her gaze on me, she offered a sad smile, except on Stasia, even a sad smile looked angelic and hopeful. “I don’t know why it didn’t work, Lux, but this rain has something to do with your power. You didn’t wake him, but you brought life back to this world.” My brow flickered as I stared at her. I opened my mouth but stayed silent, and she saw in my eyes that I didn’t need her to say more. “The storm was hovering, but it only started when you kissed him. Don’t ask me to explain it, but I witnessed a change in the weather when you were all watching him. This is a blessing, and it’s from you. Imagine how many people we’ll feed if crops grew here again.”

Stasia’s hope may have been a little too close to madness for me to believe it, but the idea sounded pleasant, at least.

Another flash brightened the sky with a white-hot, jagged streak. As dangerous as it was, every strike carried beauty and light, and the natural thunder that followed was more proof that the gods no longer controlled us.

And all because of Drak. None of this was possible without his sacrifice. Tears burned hot at the corners of my eyes again. I didn’t think I had any left to cry, but they spilled out over my cheeks, heating the chilled rainwater already soaking my skin. He’d given us—me—everything.

I. Would. Not. Leave.

As if sensing my thoughts, Stasia slipped her fingers between mine, interlacing our hands rather than pulling me by my wrist. The gesture, so tender and kind, inspired a sob in my throat. I swallowed it down, but didn’t stop the flow of tears as my head throbbed with dehydration, and my lips cracked. Salt from my tears stung in the open wounds.

I brought my bandaged hand to my face. My pockets felt too light now.

“Carry him back with us,” I demanded, staring up at Soren.

He said nothing as he turned, but he did not step forward. Instead, he froze, lips parted, and eyes widened. I couldn’t bear to spin around and see if the underworld had claimed my husband’s body, so I stared at Soren. I stared at the ethereal white hair shot through with a single section of black, with tendrils that hung in his face just like his father’s. If only Soren had been a full Valkyrie, maybe he could help Drak somehow…

“Skald.” A voice flowed out toward us and then ebbed. It’d been a long time since I heard voices in my head outside of that single dream where Drak and I connected. “It feels like I’ve waited a thousand years for you.”

Through a crack of lightning and the white noise of powerful rain, his voice came to me, loud and full of promise.

“This isn’t the first time I’ve had to chase you, Skald.”

I turned, hope swelling within me, and yet my heart completely stalled.
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Drak

Fucking Hel and all nine realms, my legs hurt. But every step closer to Lux was an agony I’d beg for a hundred times over if it meant I was finally here and out of that miserable grey purgatory, and within sight of my wife.

I limped forward, eyes on them at the other side of the underworld’s entrance. Shadows swirled up from below but I kept my distance from Hel’s grasp, desperate, instead to be in Lux’s arms. I just needed my damn limbs to work a little faster. I shouted, but thunder swallowed my first attempt.

Again, I yelled for Lux, and even Stasia and Soren. I couldn’t believe that bastard had come all this way for me, and though I fumed at the idea of him taking my wife from me now, it was for her own protection. Immortal didn’t mean she was immune to pain.

The thought of his help kept me warm as I dragged myself through mud and rock. Agonizing tingles seized my calves and thighs. My feet burned with an ache that matched the fire at the sight of old wounds. It seemed every scar, ancient and recent, flamed along with my muscles.

My body remembered each life and every battle we’d fought together. It just wasn’t as pleasant as what my mind remembered. All those centuries, torn apart, then reborn. No matter what names we used in our past lives, like Myrah and Rune, or Abi and Jayce, or even Lagerda and Ragnar, we never changed. We were the same people—the same couple. She loved sagas and stories, and I was just stupid enough to want to be immortalized in them rather than simply listen to the tales of others spoken in her formidable voice.

I was the same as the day I chased her down to learn her name, when she wanted to run and challenge me.

“Lux!” I shouted again, to no avail. Skald, I sent my thoughts toward her, unsure if we could still connect through our souls this way. It feels like I’ve waited a thousand years for you.

She struggled against Soren, but he carried her away from me until she finally broke free of him. He set her down, and she pointed a finger in his face. Through sheets of rain, I couldn’t make out her words, but I had no doubt they were full of ferocity.

The buzzing in my muscles had faded enough for me to break into a sort of pathetic run. My legs seized from overexertion; it was too much, and even though I almost reached them, I had to pause before collapsing. But the reprieve gave me more breath, and I lifted my voice, heaving all of my energy into my words just as I willed myself toward her when she carried my soul. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to chase you, Skald.”

Soren turned around first, but when Lux froze, her body going rigid as she stared up at Soren, I knew she had heard me. Breath caught in my throat as she finally—finally—faced me.

Auburn hair plastered to her face, and blood vessels shot through her golden eyes. Gods, she was so fucking radiant. Soaked through, her skirts and shirt clung to her curves, and the faint red coloring her nose and cheeks brought out the autumn in the braid that was draped over her shoulder and hanging between the swell of her breasts. For a second, she didn’t move or speak. Only her brow bent, and she stared.

I expected her disbelief; I expected to run for her again, despite my locked-up legs, but I didn’t expect the tears—my own.

As soon as reality and recognition washed over her face, she broke and bolted toward me. She ran through sliding mud with the grace I saw the first time I laid eyes on her in this life, when she ran for the gods’ visions and for the fun of the sport back in New Skaldir.

I tried to meet her halfway, but I was slower; it’d been too long since I felt the pain of a human body.

She threw herself into me, and I wrapped my arms around the curve of her torso. Warm and alive and so damn perfect, I soaked in every inch of her as her body pressed into me. The smell of her, rain and oak, like the wood in the library I’d built her, overwhelmed me. Emotion choked in my throat, and as she released me from the embrace, I gripped the back of her head and pulled her into me. Our lips crashed in a wild and desperate kiss that I didn’t want to end.

As I dipped at the knees, she instinctively leaped into my arms. My muscles shook from ‌disuse, but I held her legs wrapped around my hips and kissed her harder.

She separated from me only to suck in a breath and rake her gaze over me. With my hand still at the base of her skull, I tilted her head toward me, and our foreheads rested against one another.

“Do you remember the first time I chased you?” I asked. “I didn’t even know your name, and I already knew I was going to love you forever.”

“I remember everything,” she said.

“Everything? What about the lifetime when your mother named you after the greatest shield-maiden to ever exist?”

“And you were Ragnar.” A smile lifted her cracking voice.

Emotion split me down the middle, and I swallowed it away. “That had to have been a joke fate played on us, right? Us named after historical figures?”

She laughed, though it didn’t stop the tears still rolling down her cheeks. Her joy sobered. “Drak, I’m sorry for not listening to you.”

“No, Skald.” I shook my head. Fuck, I couldn’t help but weep like a child at the sight of her. “You never forgot me. The gods did everything to keep us apart, and you didn’t give up on me. Never fucking say you’re sorry about any of it again.”

“But we could have had more time together⁠—”

“We have time now.”

She stretched her legs, reaching for the ground as I eased her back down. Unable to keep my hands off her, I encircled her with my arm and cupped her shoulder, letting her head rest on my chest. “We have the rest of this life.”

“I’m nearly immortal, but you…” her words faded.

“I know, Skald, we’ll take care of it.”

“I can’t lose you again.”

“I promise you, we’ll take care of it. We’ll go back to Old Skaldir and rebuild and live the life we deserved as Rune and Myrah.”

She pulled back. “There won’t be an Old Skaldir, not when Silver finds out the wasteland is tenable again. There’s nothing left with her on the throne. You must take it. I wish we had never left the farm either, but you have to overthrow her.”

“Fuck,” I breathed. When she buried her face in my chest, I met Soren’s gaze over her head. He tilted his chin back in acknowledgement, and I mouthed my thank you. He nodded again, and I took it as permission to go back to giving Lux my whole and undivided attention. I kissed the crown of her head and held her as tightly as possible. “We’ll figure it out,” I repeated.

My gaze trailed to the valley below us as the unexpected struck me. I was in my human body, so why then, did a surge of a vampire’s desire rise within me? Sick desire. Desire for blood. I swallowed it down, and as quickly as it came, it vanished, and I focused on the world around me now. This new world. The wasteland that was no longer desert and destruction.

I was no longer a creature of destruction either.

Lux breathed life into us both, and that was enough to cling to hope.

Through sheets of rain and beneath fog, the ruins jutted from muddy earth. There was something between us and Old Skaldir that I’d never seen, once veiled by the toxic air that had blurred much of this place from our eyes. With the air almost entirely clear now, I soaked in the view. Shimmering pools of steaming water scattered across the landscape only a mile out from the base of the mountain, and beyond them, Freya’s destroyed statue, the piece of our old temple, and the home we once lived in.

All I wanted to do was return to our home, take what had crumbled and build anew. I’d craft a new library for Lux’s new sagas about this life, and spend our time together at our farm, just us without the chaos of court and gods in a cruel kingdom.

I didn’t want to think about what our next saga would be about because I knew it was all battle and war against Silver’s army.

We had no other choice.
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Another bolt of lightning brightened the valley, and we forced a faster pace down the mountain, seeking shelter at Old Skaldir. I pushed across wet earth with a mixture of relief and misery plaguing me.

Stasia rejoiced at the rain and the growth that it’d bring here. This blessing, she maintained, was Lux's doing, restoring the wasteland and my soul alike. Lux was a god after all.

Despite the rushing water, Stasia chattered on again, lifting her voice above the white noise and listing all the plants that could grow here, the crops, the food it’d bring for Vylheim. Despite the encouraging words, I yearned for silence and some time to myself with Lux. My muscles burned and joints quivered with each step down the mountain. The steep angle and slick earth demanded all of my attention. Descending Yggdrasil’s mountain left us all exhausted, ruined, and in desperate need of recovery.

Every ache in my body screamed for relief, but as soon as Lux’s knees buckled, a surge of energy took over. I scooped my wife into my arms, carrying her with her knees folded over the crook of my elbows and her head dropped against my chest. She didn’t resist; instead, sighing with the weight of centuries-old exhaustion. She said nothing when we continued on, marching ahead with our eyes on Old Skaldir.

Eventually, she slipped into a gentle sleep, and I couldn’t help admiring the soft rise and fall of her chest. It didn’t matter how weak my body had become. Never had I felt more powerful than the moment this woman felt safe enough in my arms to fully surrender herself to rest.

Though each breath was a struggle in my frail, new human form, fragments of my vampiric past flickered within. My stomach groaned for the lamb stew Stasia described as much as my tongue missed the taste of blood. Every memory from being undead stuck with me, returning in flashes like lightning, and striking me with remnants of a life I no longer wanted. Not anymore. That’s not me.

By the time we reached the mountain's base, rain waned, and thunder faded into silence. I tilted my chin to the sky and let the water roll off my hair and down my back. Cold droplets snaked down my soaked tunic.

Lux stirred, looking up at me as she slipped out of my arms and stood before me, eyes brimming with gratitude. “Thank you.” Her whispers brushed over me, warm and soothing.

A half-smile curled onto my face as I met her gaze. “Always.”

Pride swelled within me for her refusal to apologize for what her body needed. With this new weakness, I needed to learn from her not to lament the body I lived in. It didn’t matter if my tendons and tastebuds remembered how broken I was as a vampire, nor that I was now slow and cumbersome without my powers. Being alive with her was enough.

“We stop here,” Soren said. Nobody argued. The hot springs, though not near the ruins, were a welcome relief because it gave us an excuse to stop, rest, and clean up.

Soft cyan water rippled in the wind. Steam rose from the seven pools, all spread apart across a square mile surrounded by rocks dark enough to reflect the black sky above. Thank the stars for the air’s clarity now because this discovery would have been impossible when the gods polluted this land. Now, though, I craved to strip free of my soaked clothes and sink into the warm, inviting water. Something I never thought possible in the wasteland.

We quickly separated, everyone eager to sink into the water for warmth and cleanliness but wanting to preserve privacy too. Soren left us in silence, disappearing behind an outcropping of rock and towards the furthest hot spring. Stasia hurried in the opposite direction.

“Let’s get you warm,” I said, lifting Lux’s colorless fingers to my lips. I pressed my mouth to her fingertips, but I wasn’t warm enough to help her now.

Slowly, she peeled the heavy cloak from her shoulders. It fell into a wet heap on the rock. Her half-lidded eyes dropped to my chest as she slipped out of her skirts and shirt. The clothes joined her cloak on the ground, and my wife stood bare before me.

“Get in,” I commanded. “You’re too cold to waste time.”

“If you come too.” She spun around and stepped one foot into the water. Her legs disappeared under the blue, and the water rippled around her as she sank deeper, to her waist, then her ribcage, stopping just where her breasts met the surface. She turned. With her lips parted and eyes waiting, she looked expectant, maybe even impatient.

I gritted through the pain in my limbs as I stripped off the too-tight, wet fabric. I didn’t miss when her gaze fell to the dip in my groin above my legs. In the water, warmth embraced me, chasing away the chill and washing the caked mud from my ankles.

Lux vanished beneath the surface and then popped up again, her face bared to the sky where the heavy clouds split apart and slowly dissipated. She swiped her palms over her head to brush her wet hair away from her eyes and down her back. An unexpected giggle came from her, and I saw my wife as she once was, lifetimes ago, smiling and giggling as she ran away from me at Freya’s stone feet, tempting me to chase after her and learn her name.

“Myrah,” I breathed. Hel, this all felt impossible, like a dream I was begging for while trapped between life and death. Were we really here?

Her eyes widened, and she floated to me, placing her splayed hands on my chest. Her touch grounded me. This was real. I had to believe it, or my soul might break again.

She frowned and swallowed hard before speaking. “I’m sorry it took me so fucking long to believe you⁠—”

I slammed my mouth against hers. Quieting her proved harder than I thought, because even with my lips on her and my tongue inside her, she groaned and whimpered. I forced myself to pull away and look at my wife. “Don’t do this again, Skald. It is the fault of the gods. They wanted us to forget. They needed you to forget so you would not damn Midgard again with something akin to vampires. This is on the gods alone.”

“And now I am a god.” A crease formed between her brow. “I’m the monster and you’re the human.”

“You could never be a monster.”

“I’m in Odin’s role. With time I’ll be able to command Valkyries and assign tasks to the other gods, and I want none of it. With power comes greed.”

I tucked a stray tendril behind her ear. “But you’re not Odin, and you can choose to reject all of that. You are a god and human. You are Myrah and Lux. You are mine, and that’s all that matters. Turn around, and I'll wash those negative thoughts away. I’m the only one who can make you forget, so let me.”

Perhaps a little too roughly, I gripped her arm and flipped her, forcing her wet body against mine so I could relish in her curves and touch every dip and scar as I ran my palms down to her waist. She’d always liked it this way…rough. When her head fell back against my chest, my desire spurred on.

I cupped water in my palm and brought it to the crown of her head to remind her she was my queen. Massaging water through her hair, I washed her scalp and inspired a moan from her. My hands worked the back of her neck, and then brushed over her collarbone and chest, with the pads of my thumbs following gentle circles. I applied just enough pressure to wipe the grime of life in Midgard away.

“Harder,” she whispered. Oh, fuck.

This couldn’t be real; I had to be dreaming. I held onto her too tightly, making sure as much of my body as possible was touching her so that she couldn’t slip away. My fingers found every tight muscle across her shoulders and in her sides where her torso curved. When she melted into me, I worked harder, digging into the knots in her back and bending to work through the tension in her thighs. I kissed her back, letting the water wash over me as I sank beneath the surface. Heat surrounded me. With the relief of the warmth, and our bodies slick and clean, it took everything within me to resist brushing my fingers over her core, and then spreading her open. But now wasn’t the time for my need.

She was a god, and I’d worship her. I’d only touch her as her body's subtle cues invited.

After I washed and massaged her, pressing my lips to her stomach, her shoulder, her forehead, she turned and mirrored the way I touched her with her hands on my shoulders.

“You don’t have to,” I breathed.

“I want to.”

I smirked. Stubborn woman, just like the girl who forced me to fight her for the chance to learn her name.

I couldn’t help but groan while her hands were on me. Relief and wanting and peace pulled me under as if I’d dipped beneath the surface again, unable to hear and feel anything but the water, the living entity of it, the quiet. Suddenly, the silence grew overwhelming; the stillness turning into a dreadful echo of my time in the ether.

My eyes flew open, and I wrapped my arms around her, burying her face in my chest. “Lux,” I panted.

“What’s wrong?”

“This is real, right?” I asked, like a fucking idiot, but I had to hear her say it. “You’re actually here?”

“I’m here, Drak.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “It was torture being able to hear you and reach out to you, but never with you.”

“I’m here,” she repeated.

I kissed the crown of her head, her wet hair warm against my lips. “I’m broken, Skald.”

“You’re whole again.”

“Your power was perfect. You restored me, but becoming a vampire will always haunt me.”

“I know, Drak. I saw the cracks in your soul. Your choice to shatter your soul isn’t something you can just forget, but it doesn’t have to torment you. What was it that you told me before? ‘You were scared, not evil.’” A laugh escaped me, but no joy came with it, not with the memory of my vow haunting me. I was only nine when I swore to become a vampire and overthrow King Roderic. Just like Lux shouldn’t have had to hide from executioners, I shouldn’t have watched the king lick the blood off my dead father’s face. “You don’t believe me?” she asked.

I pulled away to look at her. “I believe you that I wasn’t evil as a child, but is it evil to say I’d do it all again if it led me back to you?”

Her lips parted, unreadable eyes searching mine. Fuck. Did I say too much?

Never. She deserved the truth.

After a long pause, she inhaled and burrowed into me. Her arms bent, and as her ear pressed against where my heart beat with the pulse she’d given back to me, I finally knew this was real. “So would I.”
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Our return to Old Skaldir made me never want to leave.

Warm copper and gold light from the fire flickered over the high bone in Lux’s cheek. A faint flush colored the curve of her throat. Remnants of my urges as a vampire flared along with the rhythm of the fire in front of us. But here, holding my wife in my arms, that other life felt both intimately present and impossibly distant.

I was no longer undead, but whole and human. Just as I was, mortal and vulnerable, when my first life ended at the Battle of Sundered Sky. It was strange being so exposed and so weak compared to my vampire body. I was prey in a kingdom of predators, and it sent me back to the helplessness I suffered as a young boy watching King Roderic murder my father and use my mother.

I shuddered despite the radiating warmth of the fire.

Soren sat across from us, letting the flame separate us while Stasia busied herself poking at the dried mullein stalks we’d gathered for kindling. The storm ended as quickly and intensely as it’d begun, giving the daylight just enough time to dry out the scant plants that’d grown here since the gods receded. They didn’t thrive, but the fact that plants grew here at all was a fucking miracle. Until this rain, there hadn’t been enough moisture to keep them alive long. Stalks grew to the height of our knees only, and in the past few weeks, I guessed, they’d dried out again.

Until Lux brought her powers here.

I ran the pad of my thumb along her jaw. She sat between my widespread legs; her fatigued body heavy against my chest and stomach. With one of her hands cupped in mine, between my body heat and the fire, her blue-tinted fingers finally flushed with the same shade of rose blooming on her face and neck. The effort of bringing me back and then escaping the storm left her collapsed. Really, the weight of the rising and falling emotions likely exhausted her the most.

It even left my chest tight and my skull heavy on my shoulders. Seeing her again was pure bliss, but a world torn by war tainted it because battle was what’d ripped us apart the first time. So many fucking times.

I thumbed the vein in her neck with a gentle brush, noting the way her pulse skipped, though at least it had finally slowed now, and she gave in to sleep. Her chest swelled and then ebbed with deep breaths.

The crackling fire snapped my attention from the dip of her collarbone and back to the flame between me and Soren. A makeshift tent shuddered behind him in the wind. One for him, one for Stasia, and one for me and Lux, but Stasia had already announced she wanted to sleep between solid walls. Even if the ancient temple was missing its roof and had headless statues that stood like horrifying dead sentinels, she said she preferred the safety of a proper structure.

“And without the roof,” Stasia continued rambling, “I can see the stars. It’s so clear out here. I’ve never seen them so bright. Did you guys know Finan used to chart the stars? They all have names, and he swears he can locate anything by tracking them. He said you can use them to guide your ship beyond even West Anglor. There’s a whole world beyond there, he says. I believe him.”

As she spoke, I tilted my chin up to meet Soren’s steady gaze. He eyed me in return. His lips remained flat, and his eyes gave nothing away. Did he distrust me? Did he forgive me? He shouldn’t. I hadn’t gathered a proper apology yet because nothing felt like enough. It didn’t matter that I’d kept his secret, that I’d threatened him, and that he was just a kid. I was a bully to a child, just like King Roderic was to me.

A shudder bolted down my spine. I tensed and tried not to flinch with Lux sound asleep in my arms.

Finally, Stasia ended a rant about how sick of salted fish she’d become and excused herself. I opened my mouth to apologize to Soren, but my jaw snapped shut again when his gaze shifted back to the fire. It was so long ago, but if I’d learned anything, those critical moments in our childhood were what shaped our behaviors as adults. Lux lived in shame because of the fear that drove her to hide and watch the Grimward take her sister away. Silver swore revenge on Vylheim for the fate she’d been damned to as a girl. Stasia—I didn’t know her story well, but I’d gathered her admiration for Finan, The Wolf, was a lifelong loyalty to a childhood friend-turned-executioner. Even Kayn had let his need for attention as a child stretch into adulthood and across centuries. Even as he stayed undead and gave his soul for the gods, all for the ultimate validation—from Odin himself. I frowned. The memory of Kayn giving his body to a cruel and selfish god soured my stomach, and a stomachache wasn’t something I’d experienced since I was a kid.

Wind picked up, shuddering through the flames. Lux shifted in my arms, her cheeks growing cold again and her fingers stiff. I cupped her hands in mine tighter, but I couldn’t block the icy air slipping through my fingers.

“It’s cold as balls,” Soren muttered as he stood and stretched. His hands dissipated into shadow, leaving his arms looking cut off halfway to his elbows. This was natural for him; at any sign of threat or discomfort, he became darkness. Was it from the tension between us, or from the cold?

“I should get her into the tent,” I said, straightening.

“You should have gotten her inside hours ago, Drak.”

When I looked back up at him, I noted his shit-eating grin. Knowing Soren, it was an invitation to fight ‌him. He always loved a good argument as long as it was harmless. “Are you calling me out, brother?”

Soren snorted. “Brother.”

A grim smile twisted my lips. “Yes, brother. Because that’s how siblings are sometimes⁠—”

“How are they, Drak? Do tell.” He folded his arms across his chest, exhibiting the wiry muscles in his forearms. Beneath the folded sleeves of his tunic, swirling ink peeked out. I hadn’t noticed the tattoos before. Maybe because I’d avoided looking at him. Damn, I was a coward in admitting my faults.

Fuck it. It was time to face my mistakes.

“They’re assholes to each other sometimes,” I said. “And I was a fucking asshole to you.” I stared right into his curious yet shaded eyes. They didn’t reveal if he agreed with me, but he probably didn’t. Even though he’d copied me when we were children and wanted to be just like me, ‌he’d likely grown into an adult who wanted the opposite after the way I’d threatened him. “I’m sorry, Soren.”

“I told your little wife not to do this, and I’m going to tell you to do the same thing, Drak. Don’t.” His stance was steady, with his feet wide and his arms crossed. He lifted his chin but kept his gaze on me. “I don’t need apologies. I need freedom.”

“Then come with me and Lux. We’ll dethrone Silver and wipe your slate clean. When the vampires are gone, nobody will remember your crimes. You’ll have every freedom.”

Soren’s brow furrowed. “Sounds boring as fuck.”

“You can paint. Lux told me the castle is…stained. Maybe your murals can cover the blood.” His lips twitched in a subtle smile, suggesting he liked the idea, though it wasn’t quite enough for him. Nothing in Mara would ever be enough for him; deep down, I knew this truth. I sucked in a breath as my eyes trailed over the ruins past him. The destroyed structures were proof of hard times, but they held hope within them. The boredom of this place was exactly what I wanted. It’s what I wanted to give Lux: a simple life on a farm, with days full of tilling fields and shepherding animals, while Lux recorded the history of our people. To Soren, that sounded like misery, but to me… I peeled my lips apart. “Our idea of adventure is very different, isn’t it?”

He laughed. “It always has been. You wanted to sit on a throne, and I wanted to explore the unknown.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Sitting and exploring are about as opposite as I can imagine.” I met his gaze again. “But you do know being king is far more than sitting in a gilded chair, right? You might like the drama that comes with it.”

With another laugh, he let his arms fall to his sides. He was loosening. “I’ve heard enough speculation and ideas about ruling Vylheim to last me a lifetime. Stasia never shuts her mouth.” He threw his thumb over his shoulder. “She’s probably talking in her sleep right now. Thank the fucking stars she slept in the temple.” He nodded toward Lux. “Speaking of, you’re still an asshole if you don’t get her inside soon.”

He was right. Lux’s fingers had gone frigid again. I carefully adjusted her so that I could slip the crooks of my arms beneath her knees and neck, and stood. The effort wasn’t as easy as when I was a vampire, but most of my energy returned, and as a man who trained my muscles long before I sacrificed my soul for immortality, I had decent strength. “I don’t fucking care if you want to hear it or not, Soren, I’m sorry for trying to force you to do what I wanted. I had—” I swallowed. “I have this stupid fucking urge to control everything, but I’m fighting it now because control is a waste. It’s…” I paused again, emotion thickening in my throat. “I mean, giving it up saved her, so I’d give it up again and again. And I’m sorry for what it pushed me to say to you.”

“Are you done?” he asked.

“I’m done.”

Soren turned without another word and took three steps toward his tent. “Goodnight, brother,” he said.

He pushed back the stretched animal hide, so I followed suit, turning and carrying Lux to our tent. I didn’t look back as I ducked into the tent, but a smile crossed my face as I laid Lux on the furs. I twisted to pull the cover shut. Light filtered in through the cracks between the bear’s hide, giving me glimpses of Lux’s serene face.

“He faced Hel for you, you know,” Lux spoke, but her eyes were still closed.

“Heard all that, did you?” I smirked as I lay beside her, propping my head in my hand. My elbow perched against the fur by her ear.

Her eyelashes fluttered, and she peered at me through slitted lids. “Not all of it, but I can tell he cares about you without needing to hear you two speak. It’s all over his face. It’s in the fact that he came here with me⁠—”

“I thought you said that was for Axel.”
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She laughed. “We’d all do anything for Axel, but Soren clearly does whatever he wants. And did you know I’m the only one who can actually make him do anything?”

I hummed. “You can make me do anything.” I traced her jaw again.

“My point is, he found the last piece of your soul.”

“He likes souls.”

“He likes you, but he needs more than we do. A library is enough for me⁠—”

“And you’re all I need.”

She turned her head, glittering eyes meeting mine. She looked so perfect lying before me, her neck curved back, her lashes brushing the soft flesh above her eyes. “If you can give me a library, you can give him what he needs.”

I sighed and rolled onto my back, tucking my hands beneath my head. “I suppose I can send him across Drukna. That’d be an adventure.”

“Or back to Hel,” she whispered. “He’s a shadow. He’s at home among the darkness, and did you see how he doesn’t even shiver in the cold? If the maw remains open when we cut down the new seed of Yggdrasil, it’d be his perfect adventure. Seal the gateway to the underworld so that the wasteland⁠—”

“Skaldir,” I corrected her.

“Skaldir,” she repeated. “Yes, so that Skaldir can be free of the gods, even those that live beneath us.”

“And what of you?” I asked, my voice fading even as I dared to say it. Lux was one of those gods now.

She rolled up and over me, her hands splayed on either side of my head and her body perched on my hips. My cock twitched as she straddled me. It felt so damn good that all of me had life again. My cock was fully awake and working again. Lux had that effect without even trying.

Tendrils of auburn hair brushed my face as she hovered over me. “I don’t know,” she said. “But my husband promised me we’d figure it out together.”

“Together,” I echoed. “Fucking finally.”

She laughed and buried me in a kiss. Her tongue flicked at the seam of my lips, and I opened, accepting her as she tasted me. Apparently, she wasn’t tired anymore.

I snaked my fingers through her hair, gripping the thick tendrils in my fist, and kissed her harder, savoring the inside of her mouth. My hands worked at the hem of her shirt. I tugged it up and over her head, tossing it aside and taking her pert nipple into my mouth. Drawing the tip in, I sucked, grazing the soft pink flesh with my teeth. No longer did I have to worry if my fangs would nick her. I sucked harder and gently pinched her other nipple with my fingers until she moaned.

Desperate to take her, I sat up with my hands clutching her hips. She perched over one of my legs and ground against my thigh. “Ride me, Skald,” I whispered as I tugged her skirt down. She wriggled out of it and sat on my lap again.

“Take your trousers off,” she begged.

“You’re so impatient.” I plucked at her nipple again, firmer until it brightened, pinker in its rawness. “So greedy that you can't even wait to grind on me, huh?”

“It’s been too long. I need you,” she breathed, still tilting her hips back and forth. Her center poised against the muscle of my thigh, and she pressed heavier on me. Another moan slipped from her, and her eyes closed for a moment as she relished the pleasure. Heat pooled at her center and warmed my leg. Hel, it seemed she was going to make me explode before I could undress. Tension built too fast, and I couldn’t handle it.

I picked her up and sat her beside me before ripping my tunic over my head and unbuckling my trousers. She looked up at me, her lower lip halfway curled into her teeth and her face as flushed as pink as her nipples. Need swam in her eyes and I couldn’t get my fucking clothes off fast enough.

“Touch yourself,” I commanded. She poised on folded legs, keeping her eyes on me the entire time she obeyed me. She listened, but wasn’t fast enough. With two fingers swirling at her core, she spread her knees wider, and I needed to be between her legs. She pressed with a slow, thoughtful rhythm, but her half-lidded eyes revealed a need to be filled too.

“Let me suck on you,” she said between breaths as she bucked her hips back and forth, with nothing but her own hand to grind on.

I bit my lip hard enough that my focus shifted to the pain instead of the tension tightening in my cock. I was on the verge, and with a rush of desire came a surge of bloodlust—a need to tear at her throat and lick the blood that would flow. Fuck. This broken soul would haunt me forever, tormenting me with the choice to give up my life and become undead. At least the distraction kept me from coming in my clothes.

I blinked all memory of being a vampire away, and the need to be inside my wife flooded me. The second I was free of the bloodlust, desperation overcame me. My Skald looked too damn perfect in her flushed and needy state.

I yanked my trousers off, and when I freed my cock, her eyes fixed on it, wide and desperate. To hold back, I closed my eyes and focused on anything besides her. All that time in nonexistence I thought of nothing but Lux, and now I thought of the grey, the pain, the frustration. I thought of fighting off wolves from our farm in Old Skaldir. I pictured the shores of West Anglor when we stormed them to raid their seaside villages and make it known that we were not a people to mess with.

But nothing helped me hold back when she looked at me like that. I was still about to come, about to spray all over her perfect, blushing face.

“I want to taste you,” she said.

“No!” My eyes flew open. “I need your pussy to break on my cock.” She whimpered as she swirled her fingers in a faster rhythm. “Fuck, just…give…me.” I bit my lip again. It felt too good, and she wasn’t even touching me. Just watching her was too much. “Give me a second, I want to make you shatter on me.”

A breathless, pitchy moan came from deep within her. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I dropped to my knees beside her, rushing to sit, unable to look away from her, ready and willing for her to be on top of me. “Keep going and turn around. I’ll take over for you.” She shifted to face away from me, the lithe muscles as tense and ready for release as I was. I buried my face in her hair and kissed the shell of her ear. “Straddle me, baby.”

From this angle, I had a full view of the perfect dimples across her thick ass and thighs. But I couldn’t get enough of her beauty by just looking at her; I needed to feel every inch of her soft skin, to grip her and leave my mark on her. She didn’t waste a second sinking onto my cock, and her warm, wet pussy only tightened as I stretched her open slowly, slowly. “Relax for me,” I commanded. “Let me all the way in so I can give you the bliss you deserve.”

I gripped her hip with one hand and snaked my other hand to her front. Guiding her rhythm, I played with her clit until she dropped all the way down on my cock. It was too much, too perfect. Ripples of pleasure flooded through me, and I couldn’t hold back.

We came together, my release sending her over the edge just seconds after me.

As we collapsed side-by-side, utterly spent, I drew her close, cherishing the gentle curve of her body against mine.

I peeled my lips open as I caressed her shoulder and hair. “We’re home, baby.”

She moaned. “Don’t tease me like that, Drak. We can’t stay here.”

“But we’ll come back, and I’ll build you a library here, in our old house.”

She said nothing for a while, but when she spoke again, sleepiness slowed her words and her joy added a cute little hum. “I can’t wait.”
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Drak

By the time we crossed the border into Vylheim, tiny sprouts broke the surface of the softened earth, and I already longed to return to Old Skaldir. Cracks filled with mud, and the air was fresher than the brine clinging to the humidity in Mara. I planned to rebuild where the wasteland once stood, so that children born today would never have knowledge of it.

Erase the wasteland.

Erase the gods.

Except for Lux, of course.

First, we had to erase the vampires and their leader. Hel, I’d been exactly that—vampire and leader—only months ago, before I remembered who I really was. Our camp on the village outskirts wasn’t so different from when Kayn, Stasia, and Lux escaped me, though they had the Hall of the Gods as a refuge then. Now we curled up in our tight tents beneath the obscurity of shadows created by Soren, and ventured into the village only for necessities as we prepared a plan to face Silver.

We hid our faces with hoods and slunk toward Mara’s poorest market, far from the base of the Keep’s mountain. Soren took the lead.

“We need the exact numbers of her army,” I said. “How many vampires have remained loyal to Silver? Have any escaped? Who will stand with us in this fight?” I exchanged a look with Lux, who nodded. No longer a huntress, she now relied on us and the other inhabitants of Vylheim to unite with her and overthrow her sister’s army. While her godhood would give us an edge ‌in battle, even Odin occasionally needed Valkyries and his ravens, and the other gods.

Then we’d finally go home.

The spice of smoked meat drifted through the air in puffs of dark grey. Burnt sugar mingled with it from the sweetbread stands; my mouth watered, and it felt so damn good that I didn’t crave blood. The thought of the thick, warm copper flavor left me with a heavy fist at the bottom of my gut. I closed my eyes as we drifted closer to the market before we stepped into the crowd, moving like a sea of bodies, and relished the smells and the sounds. Nothing was too loud. I didn’t hear the hundreds of heartbeats all pounding at different rhythms, but the one thing I missed was hearing Lux’s thoughts.

I stared at her, watching her stride, her breathing, the way she observed everything in her environment, and the subtle sighs of relief when the back of my hand brushed hers. My wife. Not officially, but I didn’t want to fucking wait for that before calling her mine. I no longer had the urge to own her like I did when I was a vampire, but my craving to make Lux my wife gripped me harder than ever. Something about her being mine gave me the feeling that I’d keep her with me longer, though the title of marriage didn’t guarantee we wouldn’t be ripped apart again. This depended on choosing each other daily, building a world where we could be together freely until the end, and hopefully, beyond, if fate permitted.

Shades of chestnut and amber curled around her face; her waves twisted tighter with Mara’s faint humidity. She had Stasia pull her hair half back by tucking the hair into itself while the rest cascaded over her shoulders, contrasting the deep jade of her simple dress.

Determination shaded her cheeks ‌pink as she discussed the dire state of our kingdom. They told me about the screams, the heads on spikes, the castle coated in black blood. They spared no details, and I couldn’t deny that the kingdom I once ruled sounded worse now than I ever imagined, even while watching vampires kill innocent people in the Blood Room.

“The castle itself is bleeding,” Lux said.

“It can’t be that bad if Finan is still around,” Stasia added. “He’s an executioner, trained to see the worst in society and cut them down, so I trust that he’ll find a way to take down Silver’s army.” She stole a side glance at Lux. “Of course, I didn’t mean to suggest that witches were the worst in society... Though I guess he did kill them, because you all were such a threat to the vampire’s reign, and—” she huffed. “I don’t know where I’m going with this, but I shouldn’t be the one flustered right now.” She jabbed a finger across Lux and at me. “You were the vampire king.”

I nodded. “I was.”

She threw up her hands. “So there you go, this is all your fault.”

I didn’t flinch, only slid my gaze to her and remained steady. “It's not that simple.”

“Want to hear what’s simple? The original plan I created to become a vampire, kill you, and take the throne. That was simple.”

I laughed. “So Lux has told me, and you would have succeeded if you had a stake from Yggdrasil. Hel, I’d have led you there myself. I was so obsessed with becoming a god, I wouldn’t have noticed your intentions.”

Her wide mouth spread into a huge smile. “Perfect, so let’s rewrite history and have you give me that throne.” She poked her button nose into the air and took a long whiff. “I’d make all of Vylheim smell as divine as this. That’s the scent of baked apples—” she moaned.

“And how would you have done that with so little food?” I asked. “Dealing with the gods came first. You wouldn’t have been able to save Vylheim without taking them down.” The gods and the vampires.

“Hmm,” she hummed. “Good point. Becoming a vampire wouldn’t have solved that, but I would have sacrificed myself and the other vampires if it would have given the rest of the countries a chance at survival.”

I looked ahead, spotting the bustle of market patrons in the street. “And that’s where we’re different. I’d do it all again.” Stasia scoffed at my words, but it was Lux I glanced at. “I’d burn all of this down and sacrifice everyone else for her.”

The freckles on Lux’s nose shifted when she scrunched it and rolled her eyes. “That’s a terrible thing to admit in front of everyone else.”

“You love it.” I smirked. “You love that I’ll always choose you over everything else. You’re always safe with me.”

“But these are our people. Our ancestors’ children and the future for which the sagas were recorded. We will not damn them the way I did Silver.” Her voice cracked as she tore her gaze from me. If it were up to me, we’d forget Mara and the rest of Vylheim and start over. Let them kill each other. With Lux at my side, why the fuck should I care about anything else? But our home was in Old Skaldir, and if I allowed myself to think of it too long, these human emotions got to me too. I missed Axel, and I wanted Soren to have his freedom. Even Stasia’s survival was important for Lux’s sake.

“Can you connect with Silver through this foresight? Can you see what she has planned?” I asked.

“What are you thinking?” she asked. “It’s limited. When she’s on the throne, I suspect I cannot hear her or see her future. Loki it designed for the vampire kings to hide from Odin’s eye.”

“Limited or not, she’ll have to leave the throne to bathe and shit,” Soren piped in from up ahead.

“It’s the best we have.” I raked my fingers through my hair and focused on anything but Lux. “You’re the key to laying siege against your sister, but I’m not willing to risk you being torn away from me to fight her. If she gets her claws into you, she’ll torture you for as long as she lives. So we must craft our plan solely through foresight.”

“I thought you were working on giving up control?” Lux asked.

I blew out a breath. “I can’t control you, Lux, but I can’t lose you either. Silver’s not perfect, she’ll slip, she can’t stay on the throne forever and then you’ll see what she has planned. It’s the only way.”

“We can run,” Lux said. “We can just leave this all behind. If Finan’s right, there’s more land beyond Vylheim and West Anglor. We’re just selfish enough to forget about it all⁠—”

“Except you just said you won’t forget our people,” I interrupted. “Don’t tempt me. You’d never forgive yourself if you left these people in your sister’s hands, just as you haven’t forgiven yourself for what happened to Silver.”

She said nothing, but her hard swallow told me I was right. Lux needed to fix this before she moved on, and we had a chance of living in peace. I’d once coveted that throne, but King Roderic was long dead, the gods were gone, and Vylheim wasn’t my problem anymore.

This was for Lux and only for Lux.

We finally stepped into the market, and it was ‌their fear that hit me first. An air of paranoia and desperation moved with the bodies. Stricken with exhaustion, sellers didn’t call out their wares and rarely bartered prices. Most showed gratitude for any trade. Coin wasn’t anywhere to be seen. People offered small bundles of wheat for a single cut of lamb, or twined yarn for a cup of warm mead. While not gone, fresh water was scarce, and meat was equally difficult to find. Apparently, the rain in the wasteland did not reach beyond the border.

“We’ll be less conspicuous if we split up,” Soren finally spoke up, the master of hiding and being inconspicuous—when he wanted to.

“Anything we can uncover about Vylheim’s status, Silver’s army, and the people’s loyalty is valuable information we can use to plan,” I said. My duties as king came naturally after the seven years I sat on the one throne of Vylheim. I’d strategized before in case of revolution or betrayal from the other vampires. No doubt Silver was doing the same.

“Got it,” Lux and Stasia agreed.

Though I said goodbye, I couldn’t tear my eyes from Lux as she moved through the throng. Once she approached a wool trader, I let my fists unclench and turned to move with the flow down the market path.

I stepped up to a booth with smoked cod. A woman with curly white hair kept it bundled atop her head in several winding braids. The escaped tendrils framing her jaw gave me a glimpse of what Lux would look like as she aged. At least that was one thing I still shared with her. She’d age like any human without access to the gods’ realm, but she wouldn’t die, not unless she met Odin’s prophesied fate at the end of worlds when Fenrir opened his jaws and devoured her.

I pointed through the rising plumes of smoke. “What is the cost?”

The elderly woman wiped her brow and bent the back of her wrist against her hip. “Too expensive for you.” She waved me along.

I glanced at the tattered clothes I’d left Mara’s Keep in weeks ago. Weather had ravaged my former fine garments, leaving them discolored with the grim hues of blood and mud. It didn’t matter that I washed it in the spring by our camp; the stains were as impossible to remove as the vampire blood decorating Mara’s Keep. I frowned. I had no desire to see the spattered remains of my loyal subjects on the spires. Lux’s description of it was more than enough for my weak human stomach.

With a sly smile, I pushed through the smoke, lowering my hood just enough for the old woman to glimpse my features. “That may be true now, but when I’m back on the throne, I’ll supply your fish to the castle kitchens.”

The speared wooden fork in her hand fell to her feet, and her quivering hands shot to cover her open mouth. She spoke through her fingers. “I’m sorry, King Drakkar, I did not recognize you with the shadow⁠—”

I raised a finger to my lips. “No one must know I’m here until you tell me something.” She blinked bloodshot, dark-ringed eyes at me. Hopefully, the little good I did after dismantling the Blood Council helped win the people's favor. Lux had helped them trust me on our first Supplication Day together. We’d have many more similar days together if I returned to that throne. Her presence was the sole reason I'd consider enduring life in Mara's Keep again. We’d have another—real—wedding, and we’d feast as humans do, on sweets and wine, on mutton and whatever Stasia cooked up for us.

A patron appeared beside me, handing her a burlap sack full of what I could only assume was seed. I tugged the hood up again and fell back so they could trade. She peeked into the sack, and then eyed me as she gave him three cooked fish for the contents.

As the patron stared, I became acutely aware of the crowd closing in. The market teemed with bodies; anyone could overhear, but we needed information, and this woman’s reaction of respect and apology leaned toward trust.

I smiled to indicate for her to relax, but relaxation in Mara didn’t seem possible. “Why is it such a high price for fish when we’re surrounded by the shore?”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s what the king wants to know?” The skepticism in her voice filtered through the shock.

I held my smile as best I could, because what came next would frighten her. “Fish are loyal to the water, dying only when pulled out by bait. How many have taken the bait of fear?”

It took her a few seconds to piece this together, her eyes scanning the chaotic flow of people moving through the bustling market. Finally, recognition dawned on her wrinkled face. She understood I didn’t speak of fish, but of the people of Vylheim. “All are afraid, my king—” I tapped my fingers to my lips again, hushing her. Quieter, she said, “But few take bait, for the bait is sour. There is no comfort in a bite. A bitter taste isn’t worth the fall.”

I nodded with a low hum of acknowledgement vibrating in my chest. “And are the fishers plenty?”

She shook her head once. “They’re strong, but with…” she shot a look at an approaching patron. With a tentative smile, she waved them closer and traded a single fish wrapped in dried leaves for kindling. She picked up her spoon and busied herself with cooking again as she spoke. “With the fresh flow of fish from across Drukna, we’re plenty. Some say these unusual fish leap so high that they have wings.”

“Wings,” I repeated thoughtfully. Like Valkyries? No, my instincts told me this was different. Valkyries obeyed Odin, and if so many had existed for centuries across Drukna, he’d have sent them to take down vampires, and it wasn’t since before Lux created vampires that we fought West Anglor. Until Silver sent a raid. But Silver wasn’t a god, and in Odin’s role, Lux would have identified the captives if they were her messengers. These wings weren’t of Valkyries.

She gave me a single nod and the weakest smile. “Unnatural abilities.”

“Do these fish also nip at the fishers’ ankles?”

“All do.” She leaned closer, dropping her voice. “And with wings, it is not only ankles they bite. But this is only a rumor.” Another patron stepped up, and she waved her words away. “Just ramblings of a mad old woman.”

“Thank you,” I said, flashing her a wink, so she’d know I understood. Though I didn’t know how much I believed about the captives’ abilities. In all my time spent around ancient vampires, they spoke of no creatures beyond animals, humans, Valkyries, and gods in this realm. Because of the sagas, we knew other realms held giants and elves, but as one of the nine realms, ours was uniquely Odin’s creation. Until Lux—until vampires. Were more undead or inhuman creatures lurking here? The only other strange creatures I’d ever heard of were those created by Silver’s imagination when she told silly childhood stories. Was she spreading these stories as truth now? I could recall the horned horses and faerie people who lived in seasonal courts. She had an imagination even wilder than the sagas.

If these people existed, the sagas would mention them. Lux would know.

I plucked a button off my coat and offered it to the old woman. It was bronze, made of the same valuable material as the throne. Given the high vampire mortality rate since the Blood Council disbanded, I was uncertain if bronze had fallen out of favor. It once out-valued gold and silver because vampires were cursed against touching the purer metals.

Her eyes brightened enough for me to know it was still valuable, though it couldn’t feed or clothe her. She shoved cod tucked beneath a fold of leaves at me.

I accepted it gratefully and turned to find Lux now that we had enough information to start the inklings of a plan. People still held loyalty for their king, but it was their hatred for Silver that would give us the edge.

And these other creatures—the captives. What did the sagas say of them? How easily could we rise against an army of vampires? If nothing else, I had my knowledge of Mara’s Keep, my experience as a vampire, and a god at my side.

Spotting Lux’s green hood among the faces, I smiled, and she returned it with a faint nod. She’d earned information too. Only the story of our people brought that light to her eyes. More for her to add to later sagas, and I swore to endure long enough for our story to be among them.

Her smile wiped away when a scream ripped through the crowd.

Past her head, men and women with animal masks marched forward. Panic erupted as the executioners grabbed at anyone nearby. The man leading them barked orders. “Find the shadow man and the sister!”

Fuck. They were hunting Soren and Lux.

Their leader adjusted his wolf mask. “He will witness his father’s death, and she’ll be taken to the queen.” Behind him, another face emerged, one I knew all too well. The Wolf yanked Axel along in chains.

Axel winced at the tug of the metal squeezing his wrists and ankles. His salt and pepper hair had more salt in it since the last time I’d seen him. My empty stomach bottomed out, and human emotion overcame me.

Since I rarely cried as a vampire, all those suppressed emotions surged now that every discomfort was so pronounced. My heart ached with the intensity of a knife through my back. The crowd spread like the Grimward were fire and their fingers were flame, burning at the touch.

The Wolf shoved Axel to his knees and pushed his head down. “Find them!” He screamed. “We’re due for another public execution.” A cruel smile spread across his face, and instinct had me shoving through elbows and shoulders to grab Lux.

I grabbed her wrist and yanked her closer. I would not lose her today.

She stumbled into my chest before I turned and tugged her along. “I’m getting you out.”

“Drak, wait!”

“I know why you hesitate. I saw Axel, but Soren will outsmart them. He may even save his father, but I will not wait and watch them capture you. You may be unkillable, but you can suffer torture, and trust me, coming from someone who was immortal, it’s far worse than the release of death. You’re the only one who matters, Lux.”

“Drak, stop.”

“Fuck,” I seethed, but I listened, only to her. I stopped with The Wolf still in my line of sight. Every vein in my body buzzed with the need to get Lux to safety.

She stared up at me, eyes glittering against the setting sun. Dusk draped Mara in a hazy glow that gave an ethereal edge to the god standing before me. “That was Finan.” My brow furrowed. “Stasia’s Finan.”

“So he betrayed her and all of you?”

She shook her head. “It may appear that way, but I believe Stasia. She said he’d never turn on us, and that being part of the Grimward isn’t his true identity.”

“So, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying…” She paused and closed her eyes. I squeezed her wrist, and she pulled away. “Give me a moment. Let me make use of this foresight…” her voice faded and moments later, her eyes sprang open. “I think it’s all a ruse.”

“What?”

“This is Finan’s way of smuggling Axel out.”

“You know this executioner well enough to see through his eyes?” I asked, having learned of the power she was honing while we hid in Old Skaldir. She’d shown me how she projected her foresight into Soren to find him, and then asked Soren to help find me. I was indebted to both of them.

She swallowed. “No, but I know Axel well enough.”
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Lux

Ilet them take me. I let the Grimward capture and bind me because of what my foresight showed me: that Axel wasn’t afraid. Not only that, he looked up at Finan as he knelt for his execution, and victims never look at their executioner before they die. I’d seen enough executions to know that.

But what if I were interpreting Axel’s emotions wrong? What if he was just as stoic and as brave facing death as he was having a casual conversation?

I put all of my trust in Stasia’s claim that the Wolf wasn’t cruel, and it almost broke me waiting to see what Finan would do to Axel. Learning to trust Drak and Axel and Stasia took everything, and this required believing that not only had she told me the truth, but that the truth was accurate. That Finan wasn’t a traitor.

My entire body stiffened as Axel bowed his head forward, baring his neck. Just like the many executions I witnessed before the Blood Council fell apart, Finan lined an ax up with the nodules in Axel’s spine. Heavy chains dragged him further toward the dirt with his agony and exhaustion evident in the stoop of his shoulders and the tension knotting his back.

Soren shuffled beside me, the metal of his chains clanging as he held his hands clasped in front of his hips. He tilted his head back, staring at the sky before a cat-faced executioner forced his head down.

“Watch, criminal,” she hissed.

Seven Grimward surrounded us. A horse-faced executioner stood at Finan’s side while the others posted up between Soren and me. Drak watched from the obscurity of the smoke puffing from a fish vendor’s booth with Stasia beside him. They did not reveal themselves as part of our group to stay free of chains. Soren and I were the targets, anyway. Nobody even knew Drak was alive.

Finan ran his finger along the edge of the blade, checking that it was sharp enough to cut through bone. I’d seen enough executioners do it before; this was a mere habit for The Wolf.

Fuck, Stasia had to be right. All I had was her word and what I saw in Axel’s mind—that he trusted Finan and followed his instructions for a wild and risky escape. Still, that didn’t assure me that Finan wasn’t lying to Axel.

Finan tilted his chin toward the Horse. “Did you invite any vampires to feast?” he asked. My stomach turned. Vampires didn’t love enjoying a freshly dead body, but if it still flowed with warm blood, I supposed it made sense they might want to give this death use. With vampires no longer hidden in Vylheim, what was to prevent them from drinking execution blood?

The Horse nodded. “Yes, sir, but none have come. They’ve had their fill of captives.”

Disgusting.

Finan smirked, his eyes falling back onto Axel. The rippling muscles in Finan’s arms flexed as he lifted the weighty ax, poised to strike and remove Axel’s head in one swing. I didn’t doubt Finan was physically capable and well-practiced. Since becoming an executioner, how many witches had he beheaded? And why did he never attempt to escape, even if just for Stasia?

I had to believe. I have to believe her. I do, I believe her… My pulse slowed to a dull tick in my ears, and I held my breath in the seconds when the ax swung down.

“No,” I breathed. This couldn’t be Axel’s end. I closed my eyes—not to shield myself from his death—but to project into the seconds following, through Axel’s eyes.

The thud of metal hitting bone forced bile up my throat. A squelch of severed flesh followed, and then screams erupted. But I was merely staring at dirt, and at my weathered hands splayed against the path. Pepper hair streaked with white hung in my eyes. I was still seeing through Axel’s perspective.

He was alive.

My eyes peeled apart to see the ax embedded in the Horse’s throat. Blood spurted from the thick vein in his neck as he collapsed face-first beside where Axel had crouched. Now, Axel leaped to his feet and shed the chain that, apparently, was never locked. He drew a sword from the sheath at Finan’s hip, and Axel danced lightly on his feet as he ducked from a dagger wielded by a lynx-faced woman. She was lithe and speedy, but not trained as well as Axel. He thrust the sword through her ribs with all the grace of a musician strumming the strings of a lyre.

Chaos broke out as Grimward whipped out their weapons. Soren dissipated into shadow, and villagers watched in fascinated horror or ran screaming, assuming the executioners would start gutting them. The Cat who’d chained Soren froze in a state of disbelief after her captive vanished into smoke and dust. Shadows surrounded the executioner at my back. My captor’s grip on my arm remained until the shadows swirled and tightened at the executioner’s throat. Bone snapped, and the eagle mask fell to the dirt, followed by his useless body. A puff of dust exploded around the lifeless hunk of flesh, and his head twisted in the wrong direction. His mask had slipped off, a dishonor to an executioner even in death.

The shadows worked at my lock next. I peeled the chains from my wrist as soon as they loosened, but kept them in my fist in case I needed to use them to swing at someone. I’d take anything solid to attack with since the Grimward had disarmed us before chaining us up.

After projecting into Axel’s future, and then watching Soren, it took me too long to locate Drak. Relief gushed through me at the sight of him disarming an executioner who attempted to escape. The masked man weaved through the throng of people, making a direct line for Drak, who charged at him with full force. Drak ducked and tossed the man over his shoulder, letting the ground knock the wind from his lungs. I held my breath in the time it took Drak to spin around and slam the heel of his boot against the man’s temple. His mask, too, fell off with the force of Drak’s foot.

Once he had crushed the man’s skull, he turned and found me. He must have sensed my gaze, but his eyes trailed past me. His mouth fell open and his shouts fell on deaf ears among the screams and scrape of metal alongside the pounding footsteps and the buzz of a nervous crowd.

As I followed his line of sight, footsteps announced The Fox's swift approach from the side. She stood at my height, armed to the teeth with two small blades in her fists, a sword at one hip and an ax matching Finan’s hanging at her other hip.

In battle, I’d sharpened my foresight to know that she would throw the blades to get me to dodge and stumble. Once I stumbled, she’d take the other small weapon and jam it through my eye socket.

When the blade sailed through the air, I didn’t dodge, and instead lifted the chains and let metal block metal. The blade clinked and clattered to the dirt. In her bewilderment, I took the time to drop the chains and swipe the sword from beside the discarded eagle mask and jam it into the flexed muscle of her calf.

Fragments of the future told me Drak would make it to me in time; I simply had to duck and weave to avoid another attack. As the Fox reached for her ax, grunting in pain, Drak knocked her hand away and grabbed her jaw and shoulder in each hand. With a snap, he broke her spine.

While combat locked each of us down, the last remaining executioner ducked away from the fight and bolted. I made a note of him as he vanished into the sea of bodies. One escapee who’d report to Silver what’d happen, and that King Drakkar was alive and walking this kingdom again. We had to be prepared for her retaliation and move fast toward a siege before she struck.

But Axel was alive. We all were, so relief came swiftly after the buzz of battle coursing through my veins eased.

I twisted toward the fish vendor and offered Stasia a nod. She was right. Finan betrayed those around him, sure, but it wasn’t us. The Grimward would now forever consider him a traitor. This was treason, of course, punishable by whatever Silver decided. She’d likely feed him to vampires or sacrifice him to the gods.

With villagers still hovering and wide-eyed, their curiosity hung thick in the humidity, but their fear receded as the Wolf stood before them and peeled off his animal mask. His eyes locked on Stasia as the shape of the wolf came off ‌him and only a man stood there, staring at the woman who’d followed him to Mara’s Keep all those years ago.

For the first time, I saw Finan’s entire face. The horror of a tortured life that lined his strong brow was evident in his simple brown eyes too. Scruff shadowed his chin and crude, jagged swells of a scar jutted from either side of his mouth and along his cheeks, parallel to his jaw, almost reaching all the way to his ears, as if someone had cut his lips at the side trying to extend the width of his mouth to stretch across his face. I couldn’t imagine what created scars like that, but he’d forever bear the face of a perpetual, horrifying smile. A scar that I’d only caught glimpses of when the mask had shadowed his mouth and chin.

The wolf mask remained in his grasp, as if he couldn't part with it. But now that his eyes were free of the darkness from it, he scanned the villagers holding their places in a circle around us.

He glanced from person to person, his gaze lingering on me before moving on to the rest of the onlookers. “Let it be known,” he stated, his voice steady and clear, yet not unkind. “I am no longer an executioner. I shed my station in the Grimward this day.”

I glanced at Stasia, whose eyes welled with shimmering tears. Night had fallen, but the lanterns hanging above the vendors’ booths cast enough of a glow to reflect in her bright eyes.

Drak stepped up to Finan and removed his hood. He thrust out a hand to offer Finan a shake, but it took Finan a full minute of staring at Drak to recognize what he was seeing.

“You’re no longer loyal to Silver, is that right?” Drak asked.

Finan frowned, that scar pulling tight but never down. “I was loyal only to my oath, King Drakkar.”

Scattered gasps erupted from those who still gathered close. The crowd swelled inward as villagers clamored for a closer look at the risen king. Drak turned, smiling at some of them, baring his flat, non-threatening teeth. When he looked back at Finan, he nodded. “Would you consider taking a new oath? One to swear to join the army against Silver and the vampires?”

“I don’t understand,” Finan said as he searched Drak’s face.

Drak raised his voice. “We are gathering an army to fight against the queen of the undead. To end all bloodlust here and restore the home described in the sagas. This must be done carefully and swiftly.”

“We can’t fight them,” Finan said. “We can only leave.”

Drak shook his head. “We can.” Stealing a look at me, he lifted his chin. “We have a god on our side. She can see the future Silver plans, and then we can strike at the queen’s weakness.”

“Which is what?” Finan asked.

The crowd agreed, with many voices insisting that Silver was invincible with her army of unkillable predators—that thousands of humans still weren’t enough against a few hundred vampires.

Drak met my gaze, and the sadness that creased his lips and brow made my heart skip. “Silver’s weakness is her sister.”

I deflated, letting all the breath empty from my lungs and the tension in my shoulders drop. This was the best course of action. Gather an army while I prepared to meet my sister again, one last time. Drak gave me a slight nod, and I knew that by announcing this, he was agreeing to let me go. I didn’t have to listen to him, but we were a team; we made choices together, and this was his blessing.

I knew he didn’t choose this because he cared to win this war, but because he wanted to give me peace.
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Drak

9 days later

After nine days of stealing Silver’s subjects and the vampires’ food, life felt fucking good. About as good as the warmth radiating from the fire at the center of our camp. But the closer battle loomed, the less I could enjoy being alive and with my wife.

With each passing day, she practiced projecting foresight into Silver’s mind, but she never broke far enough past the surface to see her sister’s plans. Silver was an enigma that none of us understood, and living as a human in a god’s role made Lux as powerful as she was drained.

“She wants vengeance, what’s so hard to understand about that?” Soren asked as he ripped off a bit of bread. Stasia had found a hearth in Old Skaldir and, with wheat from Mara and kindling brought by villagers who slowly filtered over to our cause, she’d baked our camp several loaves of fluffy, fresh bread. I’d forgotten how delectable human food was. Even watching Soren take another bite left my stomach groaning for more.

Lux dropped her face into her hands. Only the five of us sat surrounding the fire, but our camp was ten times stronger now with dozens of tents and hundreds of villagers from Mara and beyond coming every day.

“All I can see are her present moments,” Lux said. “She knows everything we’re doing, of course.” I looked around the camp. That was obvious. There was no hiding hundreds of escaped villagers. “But she doesn’t care as long as our number doesn’t grow past the vampires she has. We aren’t a threat.”

Soren swallowed and whistled. “Good thing she doesn’t know about the nuances of hiding in plain sight.”

“And gossip,” Stasia agreed. “Gossip can do wonders.”

“It’s not gossip if they’re not spreading rumors about their peers,” Finan said, his voice flat while the scar kept his mouth upturned. “They’re sharing crucial information under the cover of lies.”

Lux’s jaw tightened at that word. Just as I had spoken in code to the woman in the market, the people of Vylheim spread the word about our army through secret conversations. Soren’s last report after he’d returned from moving through the shadows across Mara said our army reached all the way to Myrr and Torsholt. Skaldir was one of the last villages left to remain untouched by this news.

“Ah, yes, coded conversations, just like we used to do together before you took your wolf's face off.” Stasia smiled at Finan.

He didn’t offer one back. “You communicated with me. If I dared return it⁠—‌,”

She rolled her eyes. “Right, you’d be a traitor. Well, surprise, surprise, look at you now. You’re a traitor to your oath, anyway.” He flinched, still unable to fully accept the removal of his mask. Stasia softened. “I just mean you’re free now.”

He stood and paced the length of the fire. Subtly, he brushed too close to Stasia, snagging a single curl in the crook of his finger as he passed her, and said, “we’ll be free when this war is over.” When she looked up at him, the ghost of the smile he’d denied her earlier crossed his lips. I didn’t know why he still hid his desire for her when he didn’t belong to the Grimward anymore. “Preparing for this battle is all we should be focusing on.” Apparently, it’d take a long time for him to shed his role as a soldier, something of which seemed to be his entire identity.

“Agreed,” I said, giving him a nod so he’d know how much I appreciated that he chose to fight for us. With my hand on Lux’s back, I made circles between her shoulder blades and leaned forward toward her ear. “What if you rest before trying the foresight again?”

She shook her head. “No, I need to figure out this block. If I’m seeing Silver’s thoughts at all, it means she’s off the throne, which means now could be my only chance. I should know her better than most. Seeing her intentions should be easy. She wants revenge. She wants to make everyone suffer. It’s as simple as Soren said.” She sat up and gestured toward the asshole fading in and out of shadow. Axel sat beside him, unbothered by the way Soren toyed with his powers. Maybe it was even a comfort to Axel—a reminder of the Valkyrie woman he’d once so fiercely loved. He never spoke of what became of her, and though I never met her, I was sure I’d love her like a mother. Axel was the only father I’d had for a long time. “I can’t think of a single other thing my sister cared about.”

I straightened as I recalled what Silver spoke of when we were children. “Her mother,” I said. I blinked at Lux. “Your mother. She cares about her mother. That’s why Silver always used her to get to you, but she never actually killed her. She wants you both to suffer.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying the fisherman can be baited too, by a larger predator.”

She pointed at herself. “You’re calling me a predator, and my sick mother bait?” Disbelief wrinkled her forehead.

“It makes sense,” Axel chimed in. “Laurella was always protected by the Grimward while on our journey across Drukna. Silver wanted to punish her, not kill her.”

“That’s fucked up,” the shadows swirling around the campfire said. As a kid, Soren’s shadows always scared the Hel out of me. Imagine a dark hallway stretching and then speaking to you at the age of nine. Soren was only five, but he was already a prankster by then.

“Silver has always been fucked up,” I said. Lux shot me a look, but she couldn’t deny the truth. “And I’m not saying Laurella should be the bait; I’m saying she already was. Silver’s need to torture you both is the bait. Tap into that and I’m willing to bet you’ll see further into what she wants.”

“And you know all this from your friendship?” Lux asked, sitting up. Her voice was so quiet that the crackle of flame almost overpowered her. Shades of a long-past sunset danced across her face, and her cheeks held a lively flush. I’d been tracking her warmth, watching her fingers in case they went pale. I wouldn’t let them get to blue. Hope widened her eyes and her lips parted as she waited for my response.

Something about my friendship with Silver made Lux even closer to me. We didn’t sleep well leading up to this war, so in the quiet hours of the past few nights, when we weren’t enjoying one another, we spent that time talking. Last night, she thanked me for braving the dungeon cells and for keeping her sister company all those years ago, but I needed Silver’s friendship as much as she needed mine. Silver and I used to speak for hours about the revenge we’d eventually enact on those who wronged us. It was as fucked up as Soren said, but it was how the darkness had shaped us. Not all of us could embrace the shadow and still become charming assholes.

I frowned at Soren’s shadows and looked back at Lux. “Exactly. Silver hated your mom, and I joined in that hate for a long time. She told me about how your mom basically abandoned her when she didn’t present as a witch, because you were her prized child—made in her image.”

Her soft throat worked a thick swallow. She blinked only once, and the flutter of her eyelids didn’t fully close as she fixed on me while also looking faraway and unfocused. “I know,” she whispered.

“Come,” I waved for her to turn around and lean against me. “This isn’t about blaming you. I won’t let you slide back to that place of self-hatred. It was your mother’s mistake.” Her skull pressed against my sternum as she nodded slowly. With her body curved into mine and her hips settled between my legs, I ran my palms over her neck and down to her shoulders.

Stasia scoffed, and I scowled at her for disagreeing. She didn’t care for my silent threat. I’d never intimidated her, even when I was a vampire king and she was a servant in the castle’s kitchens. “It’s not just Laurella’s mistake. Silver is the product of a disturbed system.”

“And yet, it’s a system Silver’s trying to rebuild,” Axel added.

I grimaced. “Trauma does strange things to your mind. Sometimes the horrors we know are more comfortable than facing something new.” My words emerged fractured and faint as my own choices confronted me. I hated vampires after what King Roderic did, and yet I became one. My path was the same to godhood, and I hadn’t even known the scars the gods left on my soul—especially in my past lives. I pinned Stasia with my gaze. “Can you understand that?” She stared at me, but her eyes revealed nothing. “Trust me when I say I don’t want to be king this time.”

Her mouth twitched into something of a smile. She was starting to trust me. I didn’t blame her for taking her time after having served in Mara’s Keep for so long. “I’ll take the throne then.”

I laughed. “Be my guest.”

“If only,” Lux muttered, and my cracked soul split even more. How I wished to give Lux the life of peace that we craved.

Eventually, everyone around the fire fell silent. Even Soren materialized as a man again, perched on the rock beside Axel where he’d started. The pale moon hung over us as the fire faded to embers, and most of the camp disappeared to sleep. Despite no vampires having reached this far into the wasteland, several men stayed awake and on watch. Just as Lux said, we simply weren’t a threat when Silver was busy gathering sacrifices for the gods, planning how to source more humans for her army to feed on, and building her empire of terror.

Axel stood and quietly retired to a small home the villagers had worked to rebuild. Like most, he considered buildings safer from vampires, though a few walls were no different from a tent. Stasia disappeared into the temple to watch the stars as she fell asleep, and Finan followed, though reluctantly, acting as if he wasn’t trailing her before he did exactly that.

Soren was the last to leave. He offered me the kindest smile I’d seen on him since he was a boy painting in the forgotten halls.

I tilted my chin in acknowledgment, careful not to wake Lux since her breathing had fallen into a gentle rhythm.

“You were right,” he said, scanning the ruins with his hands on his hips. He nodded for a few seconds before speaking again. “It’s kind of nice here. Homey. Painfully boring, but that’s perfect for you, brother, isn’t it?”

I smirked. “You’re an asshole.”

“Except you love me. Or else you would have killed me the moment Silver made you into that monster.”

My brow furrowed. “Why did you never try to steal the pieces of my soul?”

He laughed. “Well, for one, the pieces weren’t in Mara’s Keep, as we all know now. Being made isn’t like being turned.”

“But tracking the shards would have given you an excuse for adventure.”

With another laugh, he folded his arms. “I didn’t say I wasn’t tempted to look when I didn’t see the shattered pieces. But souls and their pieces are living entities. They can shift and move based on their connection with the vampire who lost it, if a vampire has any humanity left, and you retained at least a little humanity. Plus, I thought maybe half had gone to the underworld and the rest to Valhalla since you’re as fucked up as you are, the noble warrior, and Hel’s tits, I’ve always wanted to see Valhalla and Niflheim, but I never wanted to stray too far from Axel while he’s still alive. I’m probably the only Valkyrie who hasn’t been to Odin’s table.”

“Niflheim?” I tried to recall where I’d heard that name.

“Oh, come on, you read the sagas. Did you forget in your old age? That’s the real name of the underworld.”

“Right,” Soren would know. He’d charted the nine realms in paintings that King Roderic’s servants once found, and the king had ordered to be promptly burned. He never found out who painted them, but the suspected servants were sucked dry of all their blood only hours after the last parchment became ash.

“And if I’m brutally honest—” he took a long breath and shrugged. “I couldn’t bring myself to sell you out, not even the pieces of your soul. Call me crazy, but I never saw you the same as other vampires.”

I nodded. “Thank you.” If Soren had sold the pieces, Lux might have never found them. Soren winked and turned away, sauntering off toward the temple.

Lux’s chest expanded, and her deep breath hummed against my torso as she exhaled slowly. “He’s right. You were never like the other vampires.”

I chuckled. “I guess I failed at my goal then.”

She straightened and rubbed her temples. “I want to try connecting with Silver’s life through foresight again. I’m ready. I’ll focus on her perspective of our mother and see what happens.”

“Don’t overdo it,” I warned.

God or not, Lux still fatigued easily. Using this foresight required a lot of practice and focus, and it still wasn’t a perfect look into the future. The frustration that came with this imperfection tired her even more.

I shuffled beside her and then remained as still as possible while she closed her eyes and tapped into the power. She swayed slightly, and I resisted the urge to catch her in case she tipped to the side. My touch could pull her from the projection; I’d learned that the hard way.

Only my ticking heart filled my ears. I barely breathed, and the fire was silent ash now. There weren’t birds in the wasteland yet, but once trees grew, our home would be a true village again. This place would become coveted land and a place to thrive, thanks to Lux’s ability to breathe life into the world the way Odin gave a pulse and mind to a simple, stagnant cut of tree, creating Ask and Embla, the first humans.

While she focused, I counted my heartbeats. Gratitude flooded me for this proof of life within me. After over two thousand beats, I lost count, and Lux’s eyes finally peeled open.

As her eyes rolled back, I instantly caught her in my arms, recalling haunting memories of when her dark eyes stared into agonizing visions sent by the gods.

“Skald, talk to me.” I pulled her towards me. My instinct was to warm her and try to align her offbeat heart to the rhythm thudding in my chest.

“I see her,” she breathed. Her eyes remained white with her head thrown back as if Silver floated in the starry sky.

“You see Silver?”

She licked her lips. “Mother. She found my mother. She destroyed Ragna and took my mother from her.” Horror and grief quivered in her voice. “Ragna’s family fled, but Ragna died, Drak…trying to save my mom.” Her breath stuttered.

“Lux, your heart is beating too fast. Come back to me. It isn’t safe at this rate.” I’d witnessed a man once stand before the Blood Council and die from fright when his heart sped to ultimate failure. My fingers dug too deep into her shoulders as I gave her a light shake. “Lux, end this.”

Tears beaded at the edge of her pure white eyes. One slipped over her eyelid and down the side of her face. “She’s telling my mother that sacrifice is the only way. Silver’s describing cutting her open on an altar to Thor.” Her hand pawed at my arm before clutching my bicep with a vise grip. “Drak, she’s saying it’s a kindness, because of how Mother worships the gods. Silver’s justifying giving her to the gods in a brutal sacrifice…” As her voice died out, her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed against me. Wracking sobs shook her shoulders, and I buried her face in my chest. I petted her free-flowing hair from her head down to her back as her spine bent and she curved into my lap.

I let her soak my tunic with tears as long as she needed to, but when the night grew too cold, I carried her to our tent. “I’ve got you,” I whispered. “Don’t let Silver’s horrors derail you. She’s always been…imaginative. Not everything she dreams up will become reality.”

“Soren told me she used to make up stories, and you’d listen to them,” she muttered.

I nodded, sucking air through my teeth. “Yes, that was a long time ago. I hardly remember the details, but she made up strange creatures and then would talk about using them or killing them or some other awful thing. It was either fucked-up stories or babbling on about her—your—mother.” I sighed. “Otherwise, she only thinks of murder.”

“Just like now.”

I swallowed. “Exactly.” But now she was tormenting real, flesh and blood humans from both Vylheim and West Anglor.

We retired to the tent, but sleep came in fits and with cruel nightmares. Dreams haunted me with the shape of Silver’s old stories about imaginary half-fae people that she wanted to steal powers from. A particularly bloody nightmare left me helpless as I watched a nine-year-old Silver cut off the wings of a tip-eared person and sew them into her own skin. I woke in a sweat only to find Lux’s eyes blown wide and staring at the ceiling.

As I lay sleepless beside her, she said, “I projected the foresight into her again. I saw that the sacrifices will be her attempt to call upon Thor to grow her kingdom. They’re a blessing of fertility for more humans to turn into vampires, with enough to feed her army in exchange for access to this realm again.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “And that’s not all. She knows about Mjolnir and the throne, which means she definitely knows that if she sits on the throne, I cannot reach her. I can’t reach her now.”

“Fuck,” I breathed.

“It’s worse. She wants Loki to fashion a weapon from the throne for her to fight me, and then she plans to march on West Anglor with it. The captives weren’t enough to satisfy her. I don’t know why she didn’t hide these plans from me.”

I swallowed another curse and steadied my voice. “Because she’s not threatened by us. At least not with those plans. She doesn’t know we also have an army. We’ll be okay, we’ll fight her.”

“I’m scared,” she whispered.

“I know, but I’ll stop her.” I swore. “For you, Lux.” I buried my face in her hair and pressed my palm against her stomach as she curled to the shape of my body. Exhaustion dragged us both under before I could make my wife any more promises.

Morning came too quickly, though we’d slept well past sunrise. Finan’s grating voice broke through the sleep that had eventually found me.

“Wake up,” he growled from the entrance of our tent. I squinted at the sun, not yet accustomed to its light no longer draining me.

“What is it?” I sat up as Lux stirred beside me.

Finan’s mouthy scar twitched. “I’ve spoken to another defected executioner. She said the queen is planning a mass sacrifice the day after tomorrow at sunset. We must take action immediately while the castle is exposed and before countless lives are lost.”

Lux’s hand flew to her mouth, and I stole a glance out of the corner of my eye. “The sacrifice won’t be at the castle?”

“At the old temple, the Hall of the Gods,” he said.

“And does the queen plan to attend?”

Finan shook his head. “She has told everyone that she will remain on her throne.”

“Fuck,” I balled my fist. “So we siege the castle while part of her army is overseeing the sacrifice.”

Lux’s hand curled around my arm. “I can’t go with you. If the sacrifice is at the Hall of the Gods, that’s where my mother will be.”

I met her gaze, knowing worry crystalized in my eyes. “Then we’ll be separated.”

Her eyes trailed over my mouth and searched my face before she met my eyes again. “Just like when we were separated at the Battle of Sundered Sky.”

Agony pinched my heart, and I could have sworn I’d developed the same condition as Lux. It paused and skipped as I struggled to accept that we were about to step into a battle like the first one that tore us apart.

My goddamn soul would shatter again if I lost her.
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Lux

The next day, a nervous hum filled the camp, mingling with the sharp scent of freshly cut ash branches as everyone prepared for battle by carving stakes from trees brought across Vylheim’s forests. Even Soren gave his father sidelong looks that said more than words ever could.

Drak led me away from the center of camp and toward the house we suspected once belonged to us centuries ago, but as we passed Soren, I couldn’t help noticing the worry dampening his spirit. His usual smirk had vanished, and he more closely resembled Finan’s brooding.

I suspected Soren felt as strongly about protecting his father as I did my mother. How Silver knew she was alive after I sent her off with Ragna, I didn’t know. The Grimward on the boats knew Laurella hadn’t died from Drukna or her illness yet, but they didn’t witness Ragna taking her; naturally, if Silver knew our mom was alive, our old house would be the first place she’d search. But I still believed it was worth the risk to get Mother to the healers in Skaldir with how sick she’d become.

“Soren’s worried about his father,” I said absently.

“Just like you are about your mother,” he said as he released my hand and stepped through the stone frame. The walls flanking it were nothing but dusty stone crumbled to the height of my hips. Our farm once occupied this land, but its structures were unrecognizable now.

“How did you know?” I asked.

He laughed. “Your face says it all. You were ready to sacrifice everything for her and the other witches, and that hasn’t changed.”

Hadn’t it? I’d put my mother at risk. Maybe I should've tried to sneak her off the boat and back home before we even sailed. I’d had my foresight to help me fight off the Grimward, but I’d been too fixed on finding that first shard of Drak’s soul. I needed to know if I could resurrect Drak, and now my mother was worse off for it.

This was my fault; I knew that, but the bitterness that often burned my tongue and knotted my gut didn’t come. Releasing a breath, I trailed to the back of the modest home where a full wall still stood, with Drak at my heels. My fingers brushed the stone where it was flecked scarlet from a splash of blood from ancient times. This was where we’d butchered meat from our farm for trade in the market.

Would Myrah have made the same choices? Would I have put my mother at risk in any of my former lives? Or had I become more desperate for Drak with each passing century?

Tugging my hand back, I clenched my fingers and shook my head.

I refused to let shame consume me because I made the best choice I could at the time. Drak and Laurella both lived—for now. And sending my mother with Ragna and to the healers in our home village gave her a fighting chance against the fevers riddling her body.

“Sending your mother to Skaldir is not so different from the decision to hide when you were a child,” Drak said. “It was driven by the need to feel safe at home.”

I spun around with my mouth hanging open, taking in the sight of him leaning casually against the stone, his arms crossed, and a knowing look lifting his brow. “How did you read my mind? You can’t hear my thoughts anymore,” I said.

He chuckled and shook his head as he stepped over the remnants of a crumbled wall he’d once built with his own hands. When he approached me, he cupped my face in his hands and guided me into a kiss. I melted into him as his hips tilted toward me. Heat pooled in my core, and my breath lightened.

When we parted, he didn’t let go of my jaw, as his eyes searched mine. “You forget that I’ve known you for many lifetimes. That’s almost as powerful as hearing what you’re thinking.” His gaze fell to my lips again, and he gave in to temptation, cutting his own words short as he gripped my jaw with only one hand now and yanked me to him more forcefully. Our mouths collided, and I opened for him, letting his tongue taste me and dreaming of how it’d feel for him to lick along my core. Need coiled at my clit and I held my breath for the length of the kiss. Even after I pulled away for air, he didn't release me. With his forehead dipped to mine, he said, “I don’t know if I can bear to separate from you tomorrow.”

I swallowed and closed my eyes. “You must sit on the throne again to end her and claim it, or sacrifices like these will be our future, after we’ve suffered years of slavery.”

“We can send Axel and Soren to retrieve your mother so we can stay together.”

“I want to be at the temple,” I said. “I have to.”

“Then promise me that every hour we’re apart you’ll project your foresight into me.”

“Drak, it's not like you’ll hear me.”

“No, but after you hunted down my soul, I know that if you think you’ll lose me, you’ll come back to me.”

I smiled. “Are you asking for my protection, King Drakkar?”

“I’m asking for your promise. Don’t let yourself get captured, don’t risk it.”

“I’ll do anything to save my mother.”

“And I’ll do anything to be with you. Anything, Skald. Including, have you killed when I die.”

My heart skipped. That sounded barbaric, sick, and…exactly what I wanted. “Okay,” I breathed. “So we’re doing this. We’re facing my immortality.”

“And my mortality. You won’t die until the prophesied World’s End when Fenrir eats you—the person who took Odin’s place.”

“So how can you have me killed?”

“Soren,” he said. “You won’t die, exactly, but he can guide your soul to the afterlife. His Valkyrie connection to your role as Odin is undeniable. He has no doubt that he can guide you. Without your soul, your body will eventually wither, I suspect, but your soul belongs to me. You will be with me in the end. Do you understand?” My pulse danced again. Drak left me no choice but to agree, and if I dared to be honest, I didn't want to fight it. I wanted to go with him when he died, but the way he commanded it both disturbed me and inspired the heat and slickness dampening between my legs. “I’m not leaving this world without you, and I swore we’d return to our farm here in this life. Don’t let me die. But if you can’t stop it, then I’ll have Soren swear on his shadows to end you.”

I nodded. A strange and sudden tear sprang to my eye. This burning behind my eyes didn’t come from our talk of death. It was the desperation in his voice that broke me—cracking me open like a shell full of despair. The tear fell down my cheek, but he wiped it away with the pad of his thumb before it slipped off my jaw. When a string of tears mirrored it on the other side, he pressed his mouth to the wetness and soaked the salt onto his lips.

“You’re mine in every life, Myrah.” He spoke against my skin. “Say it.”

“I’m yours,” I said in a whimper. His palm found my throat and gripped with just enough force to remind me how hard he’d hold on to me. “But what if Soren can’t fight Freya’s fate?” I whispered. “What if I'm still fated for Folkvangr while you go to Valhalla or the underworld?”

He smirked, his lips spreading against my cheek as his palm brushed down my throat and paused at my collarbone. He pulled back and held my gaze. “Impossible, Lux. You forget you’re in Odin’s role now. Freya has no power over you.” Into my ear, he whispered, “But I do, don’t I?”

I nodded. “You have the power to inspire me to create vampires and damn this entire world.”

“Good,” he said as he released me.

“I am ‌as fucked up and selfish as I always feared,” I said. “Because I’d do it all again if it got us here.” His crooked smile encouraged me. “What does it say about me that I’d let all those people suffer because of vampires?”

“It says that we’re made for each other because I’d do the same.”

I tried to match his smile, but it still felt wrong. Creating vampires disturbed the gods, but it also damned the people of Vylheim. Selfishness followed me across lifetimes, but I planned on saving my mother, which meant something, even if it was still just another selfish act.

“I can’t read your thoughts,” he said. “But I can guess that you’ve slipped back into your old ways.” I straightened. What did that mean? “You’re lying.”

“No—”

“If you were that selfish, you’d stay by my side during this war. I’m that selfish, you’re not.”

Damn, he knew me better than I understood myself. I’d thought just as much, but hearing him say it gave me new clarity. It wasn’t that I was willing to lose him for her, but that as a god, I knew I'd find him again.

And yes, I’d damn all of Midgard to do it.

Footsteps startled me from my thoughts. Drak snapped his gaze behind me, and he greeted Axel.

“Finan brings more news, my king,” he said. When I turned, Axel offered a bow as if we sat on the throne. “My queen. The subjects are armed. People from Myrr and Daganfold moved into Torstad's forest, while the Ravensund citizens snuck into Mara and hid in the local farms. It’s not ‌as much manpower as we wanted, but we’re ready for a siege.”

“Tomorrow at sunrise,” I said. “You’re with Drak and Soren. Take to the castle with our army split. All villagers from Mara will accompany me, you take the rest. I’ll infiltrate the temple with Finan and the other defected executioners.” I pinned Axel with my gaze. “You do not let Silver too close to Drak⁠—”

“I’m fine—” he started.

“Drak.” My voice dropped.

Thumbing my jaw, he grunted. “I’ll be careful.”

“Your soul remembers being shattered,” I said.

“You fixed it.”

“But I don’t have Odin’s full power. We know that.”

Axel dared to interject. “It will take years for Lux to expand to Odin’s maximum power.”

We both looked at him in silence until I sucked in a breath. “Help Drak dethrone Silver, Axel, please. Promise me you’ll make sure my husband is safe.”

“Always,” he said as his eyes flicked to the man he considered his second son. Axel bowed again, but he didn’t leave. Rather than dismissing himself, he added, “I don’t mean to question the queen, but are you sure you’ll have enough help at the temple?”

I forced a watery smile. “Yes. Foresight has shown me when and where Silver plans to hold the sacrifice.” I knew precisely how many vampires would stay at the Hall of the Gods and how many would witness those sacrificed to Thor on a blood altar. “There are more villagers from Mara to face the vampires at the sacrifice. With the executioners, we’ll have enough.” I faced Drak. “You should have plenty from the other villages to get into the castle and dethrone Silver. She’ll have thirty vampires in the throne room. Fifty-one patrolling the grounds, including the ancient tunnels, and that only leaves fifteen more inside the castle. Once you breach it, you’ll overpower them‌. She’s sending about two hundred to the Hall.”

His throat bobbed. “If there’s more going to the temple, we should switch places. Let me deal with them.”

“Drak,” I said. “You know, when it comes down to it, I won’t be able to kill Silver. We’ve matched point by point before. Even seeing what’s coming… facing my sister disarms me in a way I can’t explain. Plus, you’re the king, and it’s your throne.” I glanced at Axel now, whose mouth twitched just enough to encourage me to say aloud what we all already knew, but we needed to hear it. I did, at least, to remind myself there was a purpose in our plan to split up. “The Iron Prophecy dictates you are the only one with the power to take it from her, thanks to the magic of Mjolnir. I’m taking the defected Grimward with me to the Hall, which means we’ll have less manpower but more warriors.” With my eyes on Drak, I lifted my chin. “I know it took me a long time to trust you, but right now, I need you to trust me that we’ll have enough support at the sacrifice.”

I’d said enough. Axel silently excused himself, and Drak raked his gaze over me. The decision was as final as the sun dropping below the horizon. Night had arrived, blanketing the outskirts of Old Skaldir with a quiet darkness that both soothed me and set my nerves alight as soon as I recognized the look in Drak’s eyes.

“It’s just like the night before the Battle of Sundered Sky,” he said.

“Don’t say that.” A quiver in my voice gave me away. I believed this too. This war was equally, if not more, dangerous than fighting the West Anglans. Not only would we face an army of vampires, but Silver remained a mystery to us all. Foresight gave me insight into her next steps, but it wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t like knowing what she wanted. If she had a weakness—something she wanted beyond vengeance against the system that abused her—this would be easier. She didn’t even focus all her hate on me anymore. If she’d wanted to torment me more, she’d be coming straight for Laurella and Drak. Especially since she knew I couldn’t die now, and watching them ripped away from me would be the perfect torture.

Images of Drak’s flesh being flayed open and Silver reaching into his chest for his heart filled my mind. The worst thoughts overcame me. Even when I closed my eyes, I saw my mother burning alive.

Panic clawed up my throat, and breathing became impossible. My pulse slammed against my temples and my ears deafened to anything beyond the rising beat of my heart. Accepting who I was allowed me so much freedom from the effects of frayed nerves, but the panic attacks weren’t entirely gone.

Like a wild and furious horse, ugly thoughts reared back. What if they both died? What if I failed again? Somewhere, if my father were still alive, he’d be laughing at my weakness.

Drak toyed with the ends of my braid before playfully tugging the hair. The firm yank against my skull disrupted my downward spiral. Only my husband knew how to pry me out of the panic attack.

A wicked grin spread across his face. “Time to distract you, isn’t it?”

I chewed my lower lip and rolled my eyes to meet his gaze. “You always know.”

Without another word, he lifted my hand and flipped my palm up. He pressed his lips against the layers of scars, each one spelling the runes that saved his soul. His mouth followed a feathering trail up my arm. Carefully, he slipped the sleeve off my shoulder and kissed the crook where my collarbone met shoulder.

His hand slipped down over my breast, lightly dragging my dress down with it. With half my chest nearly exposed, his lips found the swell of my breast, but he didn’t go further. He snaked his hand through mine, clasping between my fingers and guiding me around the building, away from the blood, and into the shadow of the partial-walls.

A cool breeze brushed over my exposed chest, teasing the soft flesh with the rise of goosebumps. Drak glanced back, eyes roving over my breast, and flashing dark at the sight of the prickles.

“Fuck,” he cursed as he spun around and promptly swept me into his arms. “Let me warm you up and redirect your mind.”

Inside our ancient home, memories hung just beyond our senses like ghosts, representing every emotion. Rune and Myrah had lived it all here: the joy of fresh marriage, hope for a long life together, simple laughter over our experiences on the farm, admiration of the sagas I both recorded and read, and fear wrapped in sorrow. That was our final night here: a night of dread that one of us could die the next day.

But our last moments were relished, too, as we delighted in one another’s bodies and fell asleep with arms wrapped tightly, torsos curved together.

We’d fucked that night like it was our last, but we’d returned. We had another chance at life together. My thighs were slick with wanting at the memory of how he’d gripped my throat and teased me just as I’d begged him the first time we set up camp in Old Skaldir.

With his palm splayed between the dimples at my lower back, he laid me on the ground before him. The wasteland’s hard-packed earth had softened and given way to nature. Spongy green blanketed the missing floor of our home and melded into a slight dip where I lay. His greedy exploration became more aggressive as he shoved the collar of my dress to the bottom of my ribs and, at the same time, pushed my skirts up.

“I need you,” I breathed.

He smirked as his fingers slid along my thigh. “Obviously. All this for me, Skald?” He brushed his fingers past my core with only a feathering touch. My clit tightened, flickering with desire like a flame flaring under the pressure of wind. “Since your mind is cruel to you, I’m going to be crueler, okay? I’m going to win this battle over your thoughts.”

I nodded, whimpering as I tilted my hips toward his hand. I felt…empty. “Give me your cock.” The words slipped out.

He straightened and stared at me with his wild hair framing his face and a cocky smile twisting his lips. With his palm against my clit and his other hand darting to my jaw, he held me in place against the soft moss. “Say it again so I can punish you.” My lips parted, but no words came out. His command left me melting into his touch and bucking against his hand. He arched an eyebrow. “Come on, baby, try to tell me what to do again. Your mind likes to go to dark places on nights like these, so I’m going to fuck you so hard that you’ll be begging for me to stop. But…” he paused and leaned into me, his breath hot against my neck as he kissed my vein and then the shell of my ear. “You’ll forget everything else.”

Tears stung the back of my eyes. Hel, I craved the freedom of a clear mind. This panic was a fleck of dust compared to when anxiety controlled me and the gods had their claws in me, but it still broke me into dozens of shattered nerves, and if I wanted my mother and Drak to survive tomorrow, I had to be pieced back together.

His finger pried my mouth open, and his lips crashed into mine. I ground against his hand, but he gave me nothing, leaving me empty and wanting, and desperate. My slickness grew heavier, dripping down my seam and wetting his palm.

“Remember, you’re mine,” he said. “You don’t belong to your thoughts. Not the gods, not the fates. You’re only mine. Tomorrow, leading our sieges on the castle and the temple, you’re in charge. You’re the goddess we follow into battle. You make all the decisions, but right now, you do what I say. Now bite down on my finger, baby, because I’m going to torture you.”

I obeyed as his finger trailed along my core. He bent forward and sucked my nipple into his mouth, grazing it with his teeth. He swirled just outside of my pussy. Words blurred together as I tried to speak around his finger. I tried to beg, but he hushed me and let the tension build, his fingers never slipping inside.

How hard did he have to hold back from taking me? Tears slipped out of me as I resisted biting him again, this time sucking on his finger with the need that he sucked on my nipple. Pleasure stacked, and only when he pushed me over the edge did his fingers spread me open.

A moan escaped me as he pulled his fingers from my mouth and pussy, sucked my wetness off them, and then gripped my hips. “Keep begging, Lux. I’m not done.” His cock pressed at my opening and when he thrust, I gasped. My pussy already clenched around the tip. “I know you’re sensitive, but relax for me. Let me in.” His hands gently massaged my waist before his fingers dug into my hips harder and he tugged me farther down onto his length. “Take a breath.”

Again, I obeyed, and when I exhaled, all I could think of was him inside of me, filling me, making me come again.

“That’s my girl,” he said. “Good job. Take all of me.”

It was all I wanted. He fucked me slowly until I came undone again, warming his cock with dripping evidence of my pleasure. He praised me again, but I barely registered it as he slammed hard into me, again and again, breaking me and putting me back together.

When he came, I swear I caught the shimmer of tears in his eyes, but it was too dark without a torch, and the moon barely filtered through the shadow of the wall beside us.

He slid out and left me with a kiss against my temple. Breathless, I could say nothing as he slipped away. When he returned with a damp cloth from a nearby hot spring, he cleaned us both up and then commanded me to sleep.

I nodded, eyes already closed, exhaustion and the quiet in my head inviting me under. He’d left me full of him and my mind empty, so sleep came easily, and so rapidly that I barely heard him whisper how much he loved me.

“We have to survive tomorrow,” he said. “Because I refuse to go without marrying you first.”
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“Iwill not die until I build you another library.” I swallowed hard and looked around our destroyed home. “Right here.” But Lux didn’t hear me, as she was already breathing steadily and her eyes were sealed shut. She first obeyed when I told her to bite my finger, and now when I instructed her to rest too. “Good girl.” I kissed her forehead again and tore my hands off ‌her, just for now.

I stepped through the missing doorway’s arch and left her to sleep, but I refused to go far from her. Thankfully, Soren sat stooped over the campfire, where I could see the outline of my home in the dark. A pale glow from the moon silhouetted the stone, and though I couldn’t see Lux from here, I kept an eye on our house.

Soren sat with one foot on the rock, his arm looped around his leg, and the other stretched out with the heel of his boot dug into the dirt. I landed a hand between his shoulder blades, but when he didn’t look up, I invited myself to sit across from him.

“Worried about Axel?” I asked.

Soren scrubbed his hand through his dusty-colored hair before it fell back into his face, as unruly as him. He shook his head and plastered a smile on his face. One that looked as fake as the smile I was forced to give King Roderic when he took an interest in my mother and promised to make our lives better.

“I’m worried about myself,” he said. “What will I do without vampire souls to steal?”

I laughed. “Well, you’ll have plenty of pieces to sell, and no undead chasing after you.”

“Exactly, I’ll be bored as fuck.”

I stifled another laugh. Soren and I could continue this way all night, just like when we were boys. In my complaints, he crafted jokes, and in the shadows where we both lived, he brought beauty with his paintings. Though I was the older of us, he was like a protective brother, and when I thought I needed his help the most, he couldn’t give it. I should have realized he would have done it if he were capable, but my anger blinded me.

I stared at the flames between us, watching the embers crackle and flicker up into the night sky before they winked out. “I have an adventure for you.”

He perked up, sliding his foot off the rock and facing straight at me with his feet flat on the ground. Resting his elbows on his knees, his fingers steepled, and his eyes glittered with intrigue.

I smirked. “You’re too easy.”

He flung his hand out and cursed. “Don’t fuck with me like that.”

I laughed again, but quickly sobered. “Axel will be fine.”

“Did your little goddess wife tell you that?” he huffed. “Did she see his future? I'm confident she's not concerned with whether one old man survives.”

I shook my head. “No, she didn’t see his future. The foresight takes a lot out of her, and anyway, that’s not what I meant. Even if Axel doesn’t make it, he’ll be fine as long as he knows you’ll be free again.”

Soren pursed his lips, considering this as his gaze fell to the fire; his eyes were glazed and unblinking as they fixed on the flames. “I just feel it.” He offered nothing else for a few minutes, but I wasn’t the one to break the silence. “He’s like a cat. He’s survived so many moments that should have killed him. I mean, he was King Roderic’s fucking advisor. How many times did he manipulate that man into keeping you and me, and him and Ingrid, alive?”

A smile lifted my face. “I get what you’re saying.”

“So I feel it. This battle…” he shrugged. “It’s his ninth life.”

“If you don’t want him to go, we can insist he stay here where it’s safe⁠—”

Soren threw his head back and laughed so loud that someone shouted from within the camp for him to shut up. “That’s hilarious, Drak.”

“I’m king. He’ll listen.”

“He’d rather die, and you know it. He lives and breathes swordsmanship.” He rolled his eyes. “I swear he’s more sword than man.”

“That didn’t sound like you intended.” We shared foolish laughter like two little boys hiding in the dark again. The stupid, inappropriate jokes had sustained us, and seeing him again, I viewed him as a child would—the brother I had always longed for, the brother I was so grateful for. I swallowed through a thickness clumping in my throat. “Soren, will you help me?”

He only stared at me. Seconds flicked by with the fire growing weaker while my breath held stagnant. Finally, he peeled his mouth open. “Anything, brother.”

I sucked in a breath and nodded. “I need you to promise me that you’ll take Lux to the afterlife when I die.”

“So she actually is immortal.”

“She’s both human and god. She ages and she bleeds, but she won’t die until the World’s End.” I explained what the sagas foretold, though Soren likely already remembered. He didn’t stick around to read records with Silver like I did all those years ago, but he’d overheard enough of them. “She’ll die only when Fenrir opens his jaws and swallows her, so I need you to bring her soul to me. Bring her to whatever afterlife I’m in, then our bodies can be reborn and our souls can continue forth together. This is a lifelong request I’m asking of you, so I know it’s…a lot.”
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Soren licked his lips and fell quiet again.

It was a heavy load to ask of him, but he’d said it himself: he wanted to explore. This gave him the chance to travel to Folkvangr or Valhalla, or even Niflheim.

After a tense wait, I scrubbed my hands over my face and said, “Soren, please⁠—”

“Of fucking course I’m going to do that, Drak,” he interrupted me. “Did you really think I’d say no?” He splayed his hands on his knees and leaned forward. Orange reflections brightened his wild eyes. “It’ll be fun to see you love-drunk kids all grown up. I can’t wait to help.”

I allowed myself to smile and breathe again. “Thank you.”

“Easy,” he sat back and shrugged. “But I have to survive long enough to keep this promise first. You’ll be king and queen with guards, and I’m just a lowly thief.”

“I grant you all freedoms, Soren, you know I will.”

That shit-eating—real—grin curved onto his face. “Even if I steal from you?”

“As long as you don’t steal my wife, I don’t care.”

His eyes tilted back again. “Gods, you’re insufferable. Love looks pathetic on you, do you know that?”

“You’re as much a liar as you are a thief.”

He tilted in a half-bow from his seated position. “Why, thank you.”

“You’re telling me after all this time you’re still a little virgin boy?” I fucked with him, because that was what we did.

He scoffed. “Virgin? No, but in love like you? Also, no.”

I stood and sauntered over to him. With another clap against his back, I looked down at him. “Then you must survive long enough for that, too.”

He looked up, raising his eyebrows. “It’s that good, huh?”

“Better.”

He grimaced. “I hate to say it, but I don’t think there’s any woman fascinating enough to hold my interest.”

“A man then,” I said.

He laughed. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

“Hmm, I should have known a nice man or woman couldn’t intrigue you. You always did have weird admirations.”

He glanced up at me, his expression filled with disbelief. “What the fuck’s that mean? I didn't give an animal bedroom eyes or anything like that.”

“No, I mean, the only crush you ever had was for that cruel servant girl. She was mean. I almost soiled myself when she slapped me just for asking to speak with King Roderic.”

Another rousing laugh exploded from him and disturbed the camp, though nobody cried out this time with complaints. Only muffled conversation drifted from a nearby tent.

Once they quieted, Soren said, “You’re right, and that’s exactly what I mean. For me to be interested, she'd have to be worse than a thief and more captivating than all nine realms.”

I said nothing as I nodded one last time and left him to his thoughts. My heart pricked with gratitude as I marched back to my home.

Lux and I would never have a simple life on our farm again, but we’d at least die together, and I’d take solace knowing Soren would never break this promise. Even if he didn’t live as long, he’d find a way. I lacked foresight, but I was sure of this. Mine and Lux’s souls were stitched together by the fates, and I would not let them fray again.
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Never had I witnessed so many people flooding Mara’s streets. Our patched-together army came in waves, and we marched on the castle with only a fervor fury can ignite.

Vylheim’s people filled the path to the peak, crammed together even in the largest village in the kingdom. Citizens still loyal to me—or loyal to the plot to overthrow Silver—showed up to restore me to that damned throne armed with axes, swords, and stakes carved from ash trees. I didn’t know the exact count of our army, but Axel surmised we had almost twelve hundred strong against the one hundred vampires that Lux foresaw at Mara’s Keep today.

This was nothing like the Battle of Sundered Sky.

With these numbers, we could not lose. The sheer amount of people would surround each vampire twelve to one. It didn’t matter how fast, violent, or strong the vampires were; even enough barnacles could kill a shark.

Queen Silver would be dethroned today, no matter what.

I only hoped that if Silver pissed at the sight of our siege, she would have the decency not to soil the throne.

I grimaced and wiped at the sweat beading along my brow. At dawn, Stasia had braided both my hair and Lux’s, keeping it free of our faces—before we said our final goodbyes and separated. My hair was swept back over the crown of my head while Lux had requested a copy of Ragna’s style, pulling all her hair to one side in a thick mass of auburn. But the style wasn’t enough to keep me cool and the sweat off my neck.

This was the kind of humidity and heat that came from an anticipatory crowd crammed so tightly that we stretched from the bottom of the mountain to the doorstep at Mara’s Keep. Anticipation and fear burned like pipe smoke choking the air, but just as much excitement and eager energy joined it.

We pulsed forward despite the telltale black vampire blood, ever alive and oozing down the castle walls. It spilled over window edges and from the spires’ bases as if the structure itself had been gutted and bled.

My gut lurched as my feet found purchase on the stone steps leading to the castle. Silver was so much more fucked up than I’d ever expected. She wanted revenge, but since it wasn’t focused on only her mother or even Lux, she was painfully unpredictable. And though we had Lux’s foresight, something felt wrong—off. How much had Lux missed because of the throne’s power blocking her? Fuck, I wished we had total insight on Silver. If only.

Icy fear jolted through me as we stepped up to the double doors, or maybe it was just from the sight of that eternal blood. It’d forever drip down the walls, staining the stone like black veins unless the castle was demolished and rebuilt.

Silver anticipated our imminent arrival, but she couldn't have known the size of our army. We didn’t try to hide or sneak in—not with this number. There was no stealth in this siege. It was all brute power and Lux’s strategizing.

The vampires standing guard had long vanished inside, ready to defend Silver at her throne, no doubt. Removing her from it was the key. My return would seal my rule in Vylheim and end this horror.

Simple, but not easy, not with Lux facing the rest of Silver’s army at the sacrifice.

Axel shoved open the doors to Mara’s Keep. The heavy oak groaned and scraped against the stone floor. Villagers wielded all manner of weapons, from scythes to till the fields, to swords and axes forged after I’d dissolved the Blood Council and bloodshed law. Even young men and women came to fight, armed with small daggers or stones and stakes they cut and honed to jam into a vampire’s heart.

I winced at the sight of them at the same time that pride swelled within me. This was our country, our home, our people. People Lux would keep alive across centuries through the sagas.

Twisting, I swept my gaze over the crowd, almost expecting to see Ragna’s half-shaven head and gleaming vampire fangs, but she was already dead, and we were here to avenge her and everyone else who stood strong against Silver. I brushed my fingers over the stake strapped to my belt where an ax once hung when I was a vampire.

Steadily, we flooded the narrow grey halls. None of the vampires Lux had seen were around, only the dwindling Grimward. I couldn’t help the crooked grin on my face when they charged us, animal masks plastered to their faces as always.

They were about to be slaughtered. Axel alone gutted a crow-faced woman with one slash across her midsection. Her gut spilled with blood and entrails, and she promptly crashed to the stone on her knees.

We forced further and deeper through the tight space, weapons clashing. The Grimward were trained fighters, so it wasn’t as easy as trampling them, but we surged inward, slowly, steadily.

When the first adolescent boy fell, his head cracked against the wall and eyes left wide open in terror, dying instantly, I froze. Where I’d once ignored death, pesky human reactions forced me to double over. The contents of my stomach suddenly pushed up into my throat. How weak I had become, but how human, too. To experience empathy this deeply for a stranger gave me as much horror as it did hope. Once I sat on that throne again, I wouldn’t be King Drakkar as they knew me. I wouldn’t be like Silver, out for revenge or Hel-bent on godhood, but a simple king longing for his farm. Maybe Stasia was right; food and farms were the future focus of Vylheim.

A man in a goat mask charged me with his ax swinging—one of the very few Grimward still clinging to Silver’s promises. He was going to die fast. I used every trick Axel had taught me when wielding a sword, but the executioner had fought more recently, and I was still getting used to this human body like a fawn on wobbly legs.

The hilt of his ax clashed against the handle of my weapon, and my fingers almost crushed beneath the weight. He slammed against me with more force, and when he huffed and smashed me against the wall, I released the pressure on him and dodged. He barreled forward, but would not be fooled. He pulled the ax back before cracking the blade against stone.

I ducked as he swung at my neck. While I wasn't as fast as a vampire, it was enough. He missed, letting out a grunt as the swing's momentum pulled him to the left. I followed Axel’s lead and simply slashed my sword across the executioner’s exposed torso. It wasn’t deep enough to open and expose his organs, but he stumbled back from the pain and rush of blood to his stomach. Gut wounds always hurt the worst, and festered.

I backed into the wall with a huff, trying to avoid any weapons from behind. “There’s a dozen of us for every vampire in this hall. Join us in ending Silver or die now.”

His eyes flashed, and he took the bait. Rage fueled the power with which he stormed at me, but clear-headed, I only stood and watched as Soren’s shadows materialized into a solid body of wiry muscle between us and slit the man’s throat with nothing but a kitchen knife.

“Where’d you get that?” I asked as the goat mask clattered between our feet and the man crumpled in a pool of blood and piss. The hall ripened with the stench of men and women soiling themselves in death. Copper, from so much spilled blood, stained the air, sharp and tangy, and heavy enough to taste.

Soren looked at the knife and shrugged. “Pickpocketed it off someone in a sparrow mask.” His brow furrowed. “Do they really think sparrows are threatening—” his words cut short, and his eyes widened as he stared past my shoulder. Horror swept his breath away, and his mouth hung open in a soundless scream.

He shoved past me as he tried to work his way over bodies and past clashing blades. His path was fixed on the first vampire we’d spotted, and of course Axel was fighting the fanged monster. That honorable idiot.

My molars gritted, and I forced off the wall, every muscle in my body tense as the vampire bolted past Axel’s sword. Fingers with nails too long, sharp, and overgrown, clawed at Axel’s throat. The female vampire’s eyes flashed red with bloodlust as her fingernails buried into his soft flesh and drew blood, and it was only then that I recognized her. Ylva. Silver had asked the leaders of the Blood Council to defend her throne. I should have known, and now Ylva foamed with bloodlust and almost ripped the muscles and tendons out of my advisor’s throat. This was personal for her. Ylva wanted Axel’s death after Axel manipulated King Roderic many times, and I leaned on Axel’s advice instead of the Blood Council when I sat on the throne.

“Axel!” My shout died on a wave of steel meeting steel. Shrill cries echoed through the hall as another vampire tore through the crowd. He disarmed a young woman and ripped through three more villagers with nothing but a child-sized dagger. As expected, his speed and strength were unmatched, but he’d eventually be overpowered when a dozen bodies closed in on him. I had to believe it because I couldn’t help them now. Not with Axel bleeding.

Soren’s shadows surrounded Ylva, wrapping her throat like a black scarf, but it wasn’t enough. Bloodlust empowered her, and with her sheer strength, she slowly sank her talon-like fingers into his skin.

I ran, my boots slamming against stone, but I wasn’t fast enough, and even in the short distance, I didn’t reach him in time.

Blood spurted out from around her fingers, and the sword fell from his limp hand.

Despite the screaming around me, the sickening gurgle from his last choking breaths haunted me. Crimson flared in Ylva’s eyes, and though Soren materialized and tried to yank her hand free of Axel, she was too powerful. This was what Odin had hated about vampires. Even Valkyrie versus vampire was not enough.

Her fingers buried all the way to her third knuckles before she whipped her hand back and her tongue snaked out of her mouth, licking greedily over her blood-soaked fingers.

I threw myself forward to catch Axel before he collapsed on the body of a fallen Torsholt woman. In the crook of my elbow, his neck tilted back too far. I cupped beneath his arm to keep him upright, but it was only my own strength holding him there. Crimson gushed from every hole in his neck, and though his tense muscles twitched, his eyes stared at nothing.

I swore to Valhalla that my soul shattered all over again, and Soren would pillage the pieces, but this was simply grief.

“No!” Soren screamed from the shadows as his power tightened around Ylva more and more until her head severed from her body. He materialized and slammed a stake through her heart before stumbling toward us and tugging Axel into his arms. I let go, backing up to give father and son a moment of grief.

“Father,” my mouth formed the word. I watched as another man I loved and admired fell in defense of me, and suddenly I was that little boy again in my bedchambers witnessing King Roderic eat my father’s face.

Axel had been there for me when I fell apart. Now he was gone, and yet, somehow Soren had felt this coming. I should have listened to him. I should have forced Axel to stay in Old Skaldir. He could have focused on rebuilding the farmhouse.

He could have lived.

Soren sobbed over his father’s limp body, but he didn’t linger amid the battle. He dissipated into shadow, shrouding Axel’s body in darkness. The cloud of black moved through the battle and out of my sight. I followed, pressing between bodies with my eyes fixed on the throne room doors.

Finally, I’d made it to the point where I’d lay eyes on the throne and face Silver. Axel gave his life for this, and though Lux didn’t want me to face her alone, it was now or never.

I had to dethrone Silver.

I plucked an ax from a fallen executioner’s belt, pulled the ash stake from my own belt, and crossed the threshold dual wielding weapons while my boots met ‌slick blood across the stone where a vampire sat on his knees sucking the life out of another Torsholt villager. Torsholt was the first to arrive and the fiercest, having stood bravely at the front of the siege alongside us.

When the vampire dropped his victim, the man’s neck twisted the wrong way, and a venomous expression met mine. One I knew too well. Darius had been in the throne room with Ylva, ever the loyal leader and ever the manipulative vampire, using every opportunity to grasp at control and fulfill his blood-lusting needs alongside his partner. Ylva was dead now, but the Blood Council’s legacy would live on in Darius if I didn’t cut him down.

“Hello, Drak,” he hissed. “Did you find healers too?”

My brow furrowed. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

He gestured widely with his free hand. “You’re back from the dead. And here I thought the winged West Anglans could only heal minor wounds.” He grinned with pure malice, as obvious as the bloodlust burning in his irises. “They can’t even fix their own scars.”

“Have you lost your goddamn mind?”

“You won’t find any half-fae people here,” he said. “All captives are at the sacrifice, so I’m afraid you’ll die again, and this time, I’ll be sure to leave you with scars.”

Before I made sense of what he was saying, he moved in a blur toward me. One second I was squinting to see the throne in the dim light and the next he pinned me against the wall. My skull hit the stone with a thud, but I clenched my jaw and fought to ignore the throbbing.

I’d watched Lux stake enough vampires that I knew exactly where to aim, how to hold the weapon, and the measure of force I’d need to shove the ash stake through flesh and bone. But first, I needed to cut him open.

While he went for my neck, I hacked at his lungs. Steel met his rib cage, and he flinched. Warm liquid poured over my hand, as slick as the floor beneath us. This wouldn’t kill him, of course, so he only grunted at the shock and ripple of pain.

As he sank his fangs into my throat, the distraction of his bloodlust left me free to toss the ax aside and aim the stake, made of ash wood, at his heart. I just needed to get it up and through the fourth and fifth ribs. I mustered all the grief simmering from Axel’s death that I’d yet to confront, and forged it into rage.

I channeled my fury into my fist and forced the stake against his torso, harder, firmer, and never stopping until his bloodlust finally broke and he reeled back. With his weight off me, I peeled off the wall and brought my elbow back with the weapon in hand. He was already flayed open for me, an invitation sent by me, for me, to destroy this bastard.

“For Axel,” I breathed. “For Lux.”

I smashed the sharpened tip into his chest with enough force to crush his black, pulseless heart. He didn’t wither to ash fast enough for my liking. Only when the blood from his heart spread over his body and his skin flaked to ash did I take another breath.

In seconds, another vampire was upon me, but someone ripped her off before I could retaliate. Several someones. Thank the barnacles—the sharks and sea serpents with all their nasty, sharpened teeth fell one by one, and in the dark where only two weak candles remained lit in the candelabra torch, did I finally lay eyes on the only piece of Mjolnir in the Midgard realm.

Except Silver wasn’t sitting on it.

The throne sat empty, exposed, and victory should have swelled in my gut and mind as I stumbled over to it, dropping the stake. It clattered in my wake, forgotten as I claimed what I came here for.

I threw myself into the chair, taking my rightful place and solidifying our victory over Queen Silver. My body melded with the shape of the god-steel coated in a shell of bronze. How I’d never registered this magic humming beneath me before, I didn’t know. Likely because as a vampire, I was so far removed from the gods, I wouldn’t have seen their powers even if they flaunted them in front of me.

Soren burst into the room, shoving an executioner to the floor and slamming the heel of his boot against the woman’s throat. As soon as she stopped screaming, he flipped around and his mouth fell open.

I sat on the throne, and he was the first to witness it. We’d accomplished our goal, and the one throne of Vylheim gave me back my reign, but the victory felt hollow.

If Silver wasn’t here, as we predicted, then that meant she’d attended the sacrifice. She controlled the mass of vampires overseeing them.

And she was there with Lux.
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Lux

Every executioner on our side had discarded their masks the moment they defected, but by the ferocity of their fight, I could identify each one. Their skill in battle set them apart from the villagers who surrounded the temple with us. A hum of courage and feral energy coursed through my veins as they swung at the vampires. Each of us marched to the Hall of the Gods with a stake cut from the trees along Mara’s border and a steel weapon.

One to cut them down. One to destroy them.

Too many vampires.

I rolled my shoulders back, steeling at the sight of two hundred strong loyal to Silver. Vampires in bloodlust, new vampires, some ancient enough that Kayn had turned them. I knew some members of the former Blood Council by their voices, shouting and instructing the vampires to find me.

But I stayed hidden, dressed in the simple trousers and cloak from Myrr, just one face among eight hundred villagers and two hundred Grimward. I poised at the center of our army with the defected executioners bracing the battle at the front.

I estimated we were six or seven minutes from entering the temple if the battle continued on as steadily. Any slower and my nerves would split, expecting my mother to have already succumbed to sacrifice.

Six minutes was long enough. I blew out a slow breath and folded my eyelids down. Even with the pulse of the surrounding bodies, I held confidence in my foresight. I’d grown so much stronger now, emboldened by Odin’s ability, even if it didn’t see everything Silver planned.

Someone grabbed my arm, and I flinched. I twisted my neck, peering past the hood shadowing my face and frowning at Stasia.

“Did you hear them say your name?” she asked. “I don’t want you to die.”

“I can’t die from this. I’m fine,” I said, though everything within me screamed to flee and run back to Drak so that we could be together for once in a lifetime. But I didn’t move, not forward or backward, and I didn’t project into Drak’s future. I focused my foresight on Silver.

One last time, just in case she’d run from the throne and I could see her present or into her future.

I expected to see the throne room, maybe even Drak approaching and fighting her for it, but I only saw prisoners from West Anglor as she addressed them. The vision cut short.

The fingers on my arms squeezed. “Lux,” Stasia said. “They’re looking for you.”

“We stick to the plan,” I continued as we surged forward. I could almost touch the blackthorn walls of the temple now. We had to speed up this fight; I needed to get in there unnoticed and get my mother out. I prayed she wasn’t already on the altar, but the foresight I projected into her said that she wasn’t. Moments into the future, she sat plastered next to that same damn guard Silver had assigned her across Drukna, clad in a Reindeer’s mask, watching as vampires dragged several captives forth and instructed them to surround the altar.

My boots crunched bone, and I doubled back with my pulse in my throat. Ashes from fallen vampires scattered over our feet and caught on the side seam of my trousers. The body at my feet lay with her head pointed in the wrong direction, her spine twisted beyond belief, and blood spilling out of her head where her ear had been ripped—no, bitten—off. Her vacant gaze tilted skyward, but even if she could see, the crowd would obscure the stars.

I tried to swallow, but my throat seized, and I couldn’t stop staring at her. I knew those grey eyes, her full lips, and that raven black hair that was splayed out and blood-soaked behind her.

The Raven. She’d defected, and I hadn’t recognized her until now. I didn’t have the chance to thank her for trusting us, and for siding with our army. How had she come to this decision? After resisting Finan’s authority back on the longship? I almost didn’t believe it after the ferocity with which she seemed to hate me, but the mole above her lip made her impossible to ignore, identifying her as the same woman on the longship.

I tugged out of Stasia’s grip and knelt beside the Raven.

“Thank you,” I whispered as I thumbed her eyelids and gently pulled them down, and that was when it hit me. This executioner didn’t come here for me; she didn’t even really know me. She did this for a better life, for her partner, The Goat, if he defected too, or for the hope that the Grimward would dissolve and she’d be free. For whatever future she wanted.

I straightened, sweeping my gaze over the hundreds of villagers who were willing to risk their lives. None of this was for me, but for the same dream Drak and I shared: a home without the daily horrors of living beneath vampires—and the queen of the undead.

Maybe Raven wanted to marry Goat, maybe she wanted children with him, or maybe she just wanted to feel the vampires whose reign trapped her in a life of killing wither to ash between her fingers.

I touched my finger to my lips and closed my eyes for a single second, and then I stepped over her body. Hopefully, she got what she came here for.

Stasia shrieked, and the high-pitch plucked at the shield of emotions I’d gathered around me. I snapped my eyes to her as a spray of blood speckled her pure blond hair. The last vampire who hadn’t been staked or fled inside shredded the exposed face of a former executioner with her fangs. She snapped his neck back and dragged her fangs along the vein curving on his throat.

The cry rippling from his throat sent my heart into my stomach.

A shower of scarlet hit all of us within fifteen feet of this brutality.

We’d officially arrived at the front of the temple, and the last vampire didn’t back up to the door. She didn’t balk; instead, she threw herself at us with bloodlust tinting her eyes and fury driving her through human weakness.

My gut twisted as she bolted at the executioners closing in around her. She held nothing back as she matched their every attempted blow with a block. A strange admiration left my chest tight and my eyes stinging as the executioners gave themselves to the cause. After decades of serving the Blood Council, they’d found freedom with us. Now, freedom in death. Half of the Grimward who found Finan and defected placed themselves at the front of our siege, knowing this battle would be their last.

With sheer strength, the vampire snapped two fingers off the woman closest to her, and the woman’s stake fell at the temple’s doorstep. The vampire threw herself on the man stepping forward to avenge the maimed woman, and he fell easily, with the vampire straddling him, her jaws wide and fangs poised to strike his face.

I resisted the temptation to snap my eyes shut and shield myself from the sight of her fang puncturing his eyeball. Her teeth sank into his face and silenced him so much faster than I expected, but with the vampire’s back to me now, she was exposed.

I fingered the stake, adjusting my grip as I shoved forward and tweaked my wrist at an angle my muscles instinctively knew by now. The Raven’s unseeing eyes flashed into my mind as I slammed the stake between the vampire’s ribs. The hole in her chest stretched and spread, yawning open rapidly as soon as I pulled my weapon out. Though she withered quickly, the man beneath her was already dead.

The remaining executioners had already hacked through the temple doors, and screams echoed from within, but it wasn’t the vampires whose fear penetrated the humid air. I followed the flow of the crowd, tunneling through the door. Breath halted at the back of my tongue as I absorbed the restored temple.

The Hall of the Gods was rebuilt to its former glory, from a lifetime long ago when I visited and attended sacrifices for Odin here. Memories coursed through me from ancient to near-present, when I’d fled here to hide from Drak and find my mother the first time.

She’d been sick then, too, only temporarily restored by Drak like the human version of this building. I winced at the memory of my naivety when I believed he was feeding from her, not drawing the disease from her veins.

Unlike the temple in Old Skaldir, no statues lined the walls. Massive stained-glass windows stretched into violent arches with their peaks twenty-five feet above my head. The cold stone floor was anything but plain grey. Stones of varying shades of blue, green, red, white, and black mottled the floor, cobbled-together and yet entirely smooth in a work of art done on the backs of slaves. Namely, every subject in Vylheim.

Lengths of dark wood from a blackthorn tree hung from the ceiling with sharp tips like icy, black stalactites. Matching spires thrust up from the floor, three poised in front of every window like steel bars in a prison cell, blocking escape in case of shattered glass. They resembled massive stakes.

A phantom, frigid finger traced my spine. This was no temple; it was a reminder from Silver to her vampires that even when she wasn’t here; she held total control, and I knew exactly why she did it. I didn’t need foresight to see that she intended to invite the gods to Midgard with these sacrifices, and if any vampire dared beg for his soul back by offering his body to a god, she would destroy them.

God or not, she would end them.

Just as she planned to kill our mother.

Villagers crowded the temple, filling in around me, and the battle exploded. Chaos was my savior.

I broke from the center and shoved through a clash of weapons toward the back of the temple, toward the altar. Sucking breath in through an open mouth, every sour wave of body odor, salty sweat, and the bitter copper of blood settled on my tongue. I passed dozens of faces, but knew none of them.

Where the fuck were the captives? Where was my mother? I froze, squinting through the crowd, trying to spot the guard who, no doubt, hovered beside her.

My gaze finally landed on a familiar sight. My heart skipped and my panting ceased as all breath swept from my lungs.

Instead of my mother or her guard, umber hair twisted with hints of red, wild and too long, reaching almost to the backs of her knees, as her bony, angular body stood over the altar.
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Silver had her back to me, but I recognized her instantly. The simple, tight dress she’d chosen matched the blood she’d spill on the altar. Not her own, of course. An ax nearly identical to the one I held hung from a belt at her waist.

How was this possible? I saw her on the throne. I saw her…

No, I never actually saw her on the throne. The executioners reported that through Finan, and we assumed it was the truth. I’d focused too closely on Silver’s goal to sacrifice our mother, rather than Silver’s actual position.

Which was likely carving my mother open herself.

How the fuck had I missed that? She’d been describing the sacrifice to our mother? I heard every word of that, so why didn’t I see this coming?

Since she wasn't at the castle, did this mean Drak had claimed his reign again on the throne?

I moved with one foot in front of the other, unsure of how slow or fast I approached, though the altar seemed to ebb further and stretch out of my reach.

A dozen chained captives surrounded the altar with her, and I couldn’t even guess at the purpose. Did she want them to witness the sacrifice up close? Did she want them trembling and sickened when she strapped them to the altar and forced them to bleed over the runes for the gods? It was only by the altar that the floor shifted from colorful stone to ash wood, darkened by runes etched below.

In a trance, I tried to force myself closer, but my dreamlike state felt like wading through the shore at Drukna as waves flowed and crashed over sand, making land further and further away. But in the trance, I could focus. I could finally break through the block and see what Silver would do next.

I blinked, giving myself flashes of the moments to come through my sister’s eyes as I tried to stay in the present at the same time. She didn’t just stand over the altar; she stood over our mother. Claws enclosed around my heart as it thrashed against my ribcage.

In seconds, Silver would reach for her.

In the present, I bolted to the altar, breath held, pulse a deafening thud in my ears, but I was too late. Blood spilled off the altar, flowing through the thinly carved rivulets like crimson streams. It dripped in a steady stream into the runes on the new oak floor.

“Mother!” I screamed, but my voice was a muffled cry even to my ears.

Silver bent over the altar, and I threw myself at her, ax raised, when a hand hooked around my bicep. From the strength of the grip, I knew it was a vampire’s hand. My ax grazed Silver’s hip with the blade cutting through the leather belt, but only her weapon released and crashed to the runes with a splash of our mother’s blood staining the hilt. The vampire ripped me backward, and my head snapped back with a sickening whiplash.

I blinked the blur away in time to see my sister turn. Only the hook of my ax captured her attention. She glanced at the weapon at her feet and then twisted, her eyes flared and lips parted as she met my gaze.

She said nothing, but the shimmer in her eyes and her quivering lip left me with more questions. Did killing our mother finally break her?

After flicking her tear-glazed eyes over me, she turned back, and my arms flung out. “Stop!” I screamed. “Don’t cut into her again!”

Searing pain shot up from my wrist, and another scream exploded from me. The vampire had buried his fangs in my upturned wrist. He was taking his fill before he’d likely snap my neck—an act of violence that wouldn’t kill me, but I didn’t want to imagine the pain of it, nor losing control over my own body.

I had to throw my focus on him, instead of Silver. It was easy enough to see what he’d do next. Just as I’d expected, he’d drop my wrist and grab my head with both hands, so as soon as he pulled his fangs out of me, I beat his next move. Ready for him, I positioned the ax to hack at his right hand, and then when he dropped back in shock, I’d charge him, stake pointed up.

The fight ended in seconds, but not fast enough. I spun around, seeing the captives now shuffling back from the altar.

Silver doubled over with her forehead on the altar…on our mother’s chest. Her shoulders shook, and she tilted her head back. “Say it!” she screamed. “Say it, Mother!”

What the fuck was this? Was our mother still alive?

I had only taken one step when Silver turned on the closest captive. She seized the young man’s throat, and though she was shorter than him, he froze with fear, and with his hands and feet chained, he remained at her mercy.

Her gaze snapped to a nearby vampire, and the vampire immediately responded to her silent command. Compulsion drove the vampire to the captive in a blur of fangs and blood. The West Anglan man was dead before I took a breath.

The vampire ripped the next captive apart with no chance to defend herself. These prisoners didn’t have weapons, but I did, and fuck if I’d let them all die in front of me like slaughtered cattle. The second they were dead, Silver would compel the vampire to kill my mother.

Foresight came naturally now. I saw him bend over the altar and bite her under my sister’s command.

With his next step visible in my mind, I flung in between him and the next captive. My stake was still coated black at the tip with the other vampire’s blood. He tried to grab my jaw, but I saw it coming. Vampires were predictable now, even without foresight. They always relied on their strength and speed to snap bones or suck us dry. It was simple brutality, quick and pleasurable for them.

Hel, it was too easy to see the shape of his body as he stepped toward me, to pinpoint exactly how he’d bend, where his arms would go, and how I could slip through and jam the stake up and through his ribs. Muscle memory did the rest. I shoved it inward hard enough to burst his heart.

As soon as he fell to his knees, I whipped around, expecting another vampire, and then another, all compelled to torture me, but Silver wasn’t paying any attention to her army. She’d climbed onto the altar and lay spread over our mother’s body.

“Mother!” she screamed as she cupped Laurella’s face.

Only then did I notice that the blood wasn’t our mother’s. The altar was replaced with a new, wider one to accommodate two bodies, and the one beside her bled out.

A captive lay next to her. An aged man with snow-white hair and unseeing violet eyes lay with an odd arch to his back, his head tilted back slightly, and every cut Silver had described to our mother was etched into his skin. Runes I didn’t recognize decorated his wrists, the center of his throat, his ankles, and the inside of his legs. His nearly naked body was a mural of strange symbols. Only a ragged cloth covered his groin, and with this much of him exposed, I marveled at the folds of leathery material attached to his back.

“It didn’t work,” Silver cried. “It didn’t work.”

I tore my gaze from the dead man, whatever he was, and stood over Silver, searching for any sign of life across our mother’s body like the shifting of her eyes beneath her thin, veiny eyelids, soft breath rising and falling at her chest, or a throb of pulse at her throat. Silver hadn’t cut her open, but nothing I saw said Mother was alive.

“What didn’t work?” I asked.

Silver bent her neck and glared up at me through oily umber strands of hair plastered to her shiny face. Puffy, red eyes met mine, and she scowled. “She’s dead.”

My heart stopped because I already knew she was right, and it wasn’t by Silver’s hand, or a vampire’s. It wasn’t a sacrifice that ended her life. That same pale, sallow look hollowed Mother’s cheeks. She was as sick as she was the day I sent her with Ragna. Worse.

“She’s dead,” Silver repeated, her voice raw, tears pouring down her cheeks and soaking our mother’s white dress. So white, her flesh looked as yellow as the sun wrapped in the wispy fabric. “She’s dead, and she never said it.”
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Lux

“Said what?” I asked. Curiosity and confusion were the only things keeping me from collapsing. My mother was dead, and nothing I did could have stopped it—no amount of foresight, no calling upon a Valkyrie, nothing. Even my breath of life could not call forth a soul back into the lifeless body, and I was not in Valhalla to greet her and determine where her afterlife should be. I filled Odin’s role, but I wasn’t Odin, and for the first time since killing a god, I felt entirely powerless.

Silver seethed, and without looking at me, answered through clenched jaws. “That. She’s. Sorry.”

“Sorry?” The question popped out of me.

Silver’s fist slammed against the altar inches from our mother’s ear. “This is your fault.” She slunk off the altar and straightened, hands coiled into fists. I tensed, expecting an attack. “I was healing her and you fucking destroyed everything. Why aren’t you at the castle? That’s where the throne is. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

A hundred questions seized me, but I could only say one stupid word. “What?”

My sister’s eyes burned with rage. “I gave up my reign for this, and you took it from me.”

“For what, Silver?” My voice came out small, reminding me of when we were kids, whispering together in bed under the same blanket during the dead of winter.

“To heal her.”

Tears singed hot behind my eyes. “Why would you heal her when you hated her? You hate everyone. You built an entire temple to showcase your need for revenge and control⁠—”

“Are you as thick-headed and blinded by fear as you were when you were six and hiding in the hatch door under our bed?” She tilted her head and did not blink. The eerie sight left me as cold as her tone. “Everything has led to this moment. If I’m so evil, why wouldn’t I have hurt her, or used her as leverage against you?”

“You did.”

“You thought I did.” She huffed. “You were always so predictable. Always Mother’s favorite. Two witches and two kindred spirits.”

I shook my head as everything I thought I understood about Silver sloughed away. “You’re not making any sense.”

“What did I say about thick-headed?” Her laugh was hollow and haunting. “I’m speaking perfectly clearly, and even though your eyes have lost their all-black, god gaze, you’re still as blind as the shadows of Niflheim. You thought you knew all the history of Vylheim, but you know nothing of the full history of Midgard. You think because you’ve lived in different lifetimes that you’ve seen it all, but I lived among the sagas for twenty years. All I had to keep me company were stories.” Her lips curled up, and she gave me a wry look. “Stories and Drak, of course.”

“You’re saying that you did all of this?” I splayed my arms open, flicking my gaze to the battle that raged on. Vampire ash littered the temple floor, but too many humans lay dead across it. “You waged war, captured West Anglans, tortured hundreds of thousands of people, and invited selfish gods back to Midgard just to hear our mother say she’s sorry for…what?” I swallowed. “For forgetting you? We thought you were dead⁠—”

“No,” she shook her head, tears still clinging to her eyes. “Being the queen of Vylheim saved our mother. She was damned to die on Drukna with the Blood Council’s Age of Exploration. I saved her.”

“Drak dissolved the Blood Council. He changed that.”

“Drak had his head in the sand at Mara’s shore,” she smiled, but there was no joy. Her tears still hovered. “Are you telling me he wouldn’t fuck over this entire world for you? I’ve known who he is and who you are since I came to the castle and read the sagas.”

“Then why agree to make him into a vampire?”

Her smile stretched. “Haven’t you heard, sister? I control vampires.”

“But you didn’t⁠—”

“Don’t you get it? We both failed. Our mother is nothing more than a hunk of flesh now. She doesn’t love you anymore. She’s dead. She doesn’t love you and she never loved me.”

I sucked in just enough breath to whisper. “That’s what you wanted to hear, isn’t it? You wanted her to live long enough to tell you she loved you?” A single tear skipped down her cheek, and she finally blinked. Her eyelashes fluttered and her mouth twisted into a weak frown as I continued. “But you tormented people—witches, even. You lead an army of the very creatures who hated her kind.”

“All to show her that I can connect with the gods too. Vampires are just a stepping stone to get to the point of cutting the gods off, and then inviting them back under my control. Mother would have loved for me to bring the gods right to her.”

My heart stuttered. Finally, she made sense. My mother and I were aligned with the gods because of our identity as witches, but Silver was not, and for someone as devoted to Odin, Freya, and the other gods as Laurella; she had no trouble rejecting her daughter for the divine.

A flash of the future seized me with visions of Drak approaching the altar. He was here. How had he gotten here so fast? I blinked it away.

I frowned. “So you told her then, I assume?” Silver cocked her head again. “That I killed a god?”

“And became one?” She scoffed, and venom slipped back into her tone. “I’m not that stupid. She’d be proud of you for such divinity. But I did tell her how you’d come to hate the gods and how you chose a vampire over them.”

Emotion welled in my throat. My mother died knowing I’d chosen Drak over her, and that I was no longer the girl she’d raised and no longer a believer. The lump in my throat wasn’t the sob I’d expected, but a swell of relief instead, because she died with the truth. As self-centered as I was, she recognized the true me, not the version I attempted to mold, but the woman I always was before returning to Midgard, before I was born again and shared my young life with my twin sister.

A shiver of calm washed over me, filling my chest with air so pure it felt like a miracle, knowing what I could reveal to Silver and that Drak would arrive and turn the tide of battle. I only hoped he brought Soren and Axel and the rest with him. “She died with the truth then,” I said it aloud for myself as much as for her. Silver’s brow twitched, and her eyes darkened. “That you aligned with the gods now, not me. She’d have been so proud of you.”

“Don’t say it⁠—”

“So if she knew this about you, maybe she loved you,” I interrupted.

“She never said it.”

Drak was closer. The air grew heavy with a familiar ache, a quiet understanding that he had entered the temple.

“And what will you do with your army now that she’s gone?” I asked.

She smirked. “You just said it, didn’t you? If she loved me because I aligned with the gods, then I will do just that.” She took a step closer, gaze wholly on me, but her eyes were narrowed. “I’ll give the gods every sacrifice. I’ll invite all of Vylheim to become the gods’ domain. I’ll be the queen they can use, and then when I die, I’ll go to the afterlife where she is. We’ll be together while you’ll live on until the World’s End only to be eaten by Fenrir. You’re the godkiller. I’m her daughter.”

My lips parted, and my pulse quickened. “You can’t give them free rein of the kingdom. The gods are cruel⁠—”

“Oh, I’m aware. I’m looking at one right now.” She laughed. “What a pleasure it will be to break every one of your bones, and yet you still won’t die!”

A shiver struck me, and when she lunged at me, I knew to dodge. I was seconds ahead of her, but I didn’t foresee the blood blooming at her side.

I didn’t see she’d fall to her knees at my feet and in front of the altar. I’d lost track of Drak with my focus on her, and didn’t see him running up behind her with a dagger in his fist.

The dagger penetrated through her left ribs almost as if Drak aimed to destroy a vampire, but the blade wasn’t long enough to reach her heart, and he’d struck low on her torso. His attack was fast and messy, and now she knelt before me, the fallen queen.

All Silver wanted was our mother, and somehow I doubted she’d be chosen for Valhalla or Folkvangr in the afterlife.

I closed my eyes, unable to watch my sister die and knowing I shouldn’t stop it. She wanted to torment me. Her purpose for these horrors didn’t matter now that she’d inflicted them upon us all. She’d killed too many, and the only end for my sister was death, so I resigned.

For the safety of Vylheim, I stilled and let Drak do what I could not, but in the quiet darkness behind my eyelids, foresight gave me a glimpse of her future.

Silver would not die today.
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Drak

This human body of mine ached after the pounding ride here on horseback. Every muscle reflected the torment I’d put my arms and legs through: the fight at Mara’s Keep, the ride here, and now gripping the bronze hilt of the dagger with my arm shaking and my knuckles flared white.

A haunting laugh shook Silver’s body, and I yanked the blade from her back as she crashed to her knees. She’d bleed out faster with the wound flayed open anyway, and only then would we be free of the cruel sound echoing around us.

Fucking finally I’d be free to just be with Lux. That was it. I wanted nothing else, even if it meant sitting on that hideous throne Loki built, and dealing with the hunger and fear and needs of all of Vylheim. With Lux, it would be worth it.

I wanted to meet her eyes and tell her we were almost free, but she stood across from me—only her sister separating us—with her eyelids sealed shut.

“It’s not over.” Silver’s voice rattled through me. Though Silver was slumped forward with blood soaking the side of her white dress in a bloom of scarlet, she twisted and glared up at me. A disturbing smile carved across her pain–addled face, and as soon as she opened her mouth again, her brows relaxed and nose stopped flaring. Whatever she was focusing on tore her attention away from the pain, and it was fucking terrifying.

Instinctively, I stepped back from her with the dagger still in my hand. Her blood trailed down the jagged blade, racing to drip onto my skin.

“Point it at her, Drakkar,” Silver said. I glanced at Lux, whose eyes flew open, and my body wrenched past Silver and toward my wife with the blade pointed at her, as if I could no longer command my own body. My muscles were tired, but this was different. This was… my heart collapsed inward, crashing into my gut as my jaw dropped.

“No,” I breathed. Silver could still compel me. Fuck! I’d been trying so damn hard to forget the cracks in my soul that I didn’t see the obvious. Of course she could still compel me. My soul remembered being a vampire, and she was my maker, my destroyer, and the shatterer of my eternal essence.

Silver barked out a laugh at my shock from where she still knelt on the cobbled stone behind me. “Attack her.”

Lux’s golden eyes flicked from me to her sister and then back to me, but even with her foresight, she didn’t seem to process what was happening until her gaze dropped to the weapon directed at her. She stumbled back, but not fast enough. Silver’s compulsion pushed me forward in time to grip my wife’s forearm.

I clenched my teeth so hard I swore they’d crack, but nothing kept me from moving at Lux just as Silver had compelled me to. Words tumbled out of me as I lunged at the woman I loved. “You can’t do this, Silver, I’m not vampire anymore⁠—”

“I shattered your soul once already,” Silver said. “I was your maker, and I still own you.”

“No,” I growled, fighting back with every ounce of energy. My pathetic, weak body had little effort on its side now.

With a ragged, desperate inhalation, Lux forced the words out, her voice cracking. “This isn’t possible. I restored you⁠—”

“Pin her down!” Silver shrieked. My body—no, my soul—obeyed, and I had no power to stop it. Hel, we were so stupid, stupid in love, distracted, and too hopeful, and through it all we ignored the worst that could happen.

I flung myself at Lux and as I crashed down on top of her, slamming her against the floor, I winced at the sound of her skull cracking on stone. She’d feel every bit of this but wouldn’t die.

“Cut her open,” Silver commanded.

“No—”

“Slowly,” Silver continued. “Drag the tip of the blade along the veins in her arm, all the way down. Make it hurt.”

Tears flooded my eyes as Lux screamed and scrambled away from me. “Drak, don’t!” she begged. The horror contorting her face broke me.

“Use…your…” each word took effort, but I spat them out one by one. “Foresight.”

“Keep going,” Silver said. A shadow splayed behind me, casting long over Lux and me.

Silver stood over us, watching every drop of blood as I jammed the dagger into the soft spot at Lux’s inner elbow. She kicked and wriggled beneath me, but I was stronger. With my hips pinning her waist to the floor and my knee on her other arm, she had no way to fight back.

“Come on now, Drak, pull down. I know you still crave a little blood. Carve every vein in her arm open and let her bleed out for you. Again and again and again.”

I shook my head, but my arms and legs remained obedient to my maker. I resisted the force of the compulsion for only a few seconds. When my effort gave in, the dagger split Lux’s arm open all the way from her elbow to her wrist. Blood seeped out, fast, faster.

She arched beneath me, quivering and tense and wracked with the agony of my blade digging through her flesh and muscle down to the bone.

Everything got messier when I couldn’t swallow back my tears. Salty and hot, they splattered across her arm, and she seethed from the sting of it.

“I’m so sorry,” I breathed.

“Again,” Silver shouted. Her shrill tone was a throbbing ache at the back of my head. “The other arm!”

“No,” I whispered, even as I cut open my wife’s body and watched as her blood stained the floor beneath us. “I will never forgive myself.” A sob broke through, and I shook my head.

Fuck this weakness. Not the crying, but the inability to resist my maker. I hated it. I was weak in body and soul, a monster inflicting inexplicable pain on the person I loved most. Tears blurred her face as I repeated my sorrow over and over. “I’m sorry, Lux. I’m so sorry. I can’t stop…”

Too addled with pain, she only shook her head as she met my gaze. Gods, I was broken.

Never again would I know peace after doing this to my wife. Even if I got out of this alive, I’d throw myself into Drukna. How could I live with myself, knowing I inflicted these wounds?

Silver’s voice was further now. “Now aim for her heart⁠—”

“Foresight, Lux.” The words tumbled out of me, interrupting Silver, though the thread of her compulsion remained just as powerful. I was her puppet and she, my master.

I reeled back with my fist gripping the hilt harder when Lux dragged her bloodied arm up and met my wrist with the heel of her palm. This wouldn’t last, though, because even as a human, I was stronger.

I was human, not vampire. Being almost wholly human, I could fight this.

Despite the pull of the invisible thread, I flexed and froze in place long enough for Lux to focus. Clarity brightened her eyes, and her gaze bored into me. “Hel can help…” she whispered. Before I understood the situation, she threw her head back and invoked the goddess of the underworld. “Hel!” Something unrecognizable flashed in her eyes and they shifted to a temporary all-white, as blinding and strange as Silver’s dress.

“What is she doing?” Silver asked, an edge of panic slicing through her voice.

“Hel, heed my call,” Lux continued, desperate, but I already saw she wasn’t strong enough for this command. “Heed Odin’s power and come claim my sister’s soul for Niflheim⁠—”

Silver shrieked a string of curses behind me, and the compulsion suddenly snapped. Even if Lux couldn’t reach the other gods, Silver didn’t know that, and sweet freedom flooded me.

My lungs filled with a desperate, sucking breath as the string released from my muscles. Still holding the dagger, I leaped up and away from Lux. It felt a part of me now, like an extension of my arm, as the weight of my maker’s command slammed down onto me again, only seconds after I was freed.

“Turn it on yourself, Drakkar,” she said.

Lux struggled to roll to her side, but slick blood had her slipping, and her eyes squeezed shut with obvious agony. Her lips, cracked and bloodless, moved in a rhythm calling for Hel again, and though Odin had assigned Loki’s daughter dominion over the souls going to the underworld, she did not answer Lux.

And Silver seemed to realize this too. Hel may have been bound to the assignment Odin gave her once, but she didn’t care for him now.

“Stab it through your heart, Drakkar,” Silver said. “Between the fourth and fifth ribs.”

Sweat trickled down my brow as I gained the slightest resistance. The longer she forced this compulsion, the more it felt as though her power slid back and I could regain control.

But not enough.

I turned the tip of the blade to my chest, and it punctured through my tunic and flesh.

Silver’s, Lux’s, and my blood mingled on the blade as it sank an inch. I held my breath, knowing that if I allowed myself to feel the pain, I would not keep up this slow-building resistance.

“Listen to me, goddess,” Lux spat out each word through the pain. “Please. Please heed my call and help.” As she spoke, she dragged herself to her feet, but her legs shook and she swayed. Any second, she’d collapse back over the stone, doing more damage to herself than good.

“Kill yourself, Drak!” Silver screamed, but her voice was distant, her compulsion fading, and when I thrust the blade forward, I tweaked my wrist and angled it up and into the soft spot just below my shoulder.

Pain bolted through me, and a cry escaped me as the weapon buried deeper and deeper until I drove it completely through, and the tip protruded from my back.

I slumped forward, releasing my grip on the weapon and splaying my hand out to catch myself as I fell to my side.

“You’ve lost, Silver,” Lux’s voice filled the space around me. I let my eyes slide shut as I tried to breathe around the weapon in my chest. “Look at this temple! Look at your army! The vampires are falling⁠—”

“And you failed,” she hissed. “Our mother is dead and now Drak is dying. What the fuck will you do with that throne alone, sister? Sit there and cry? Drakkar…” her voice was low again, lethal, the tone of compulsion. “Take it out and aim for the heart this time.”

I was too weak, broken, destroyed. Fighting back became impossible as I grabbed the hilt again and ripped the blade out of me. I lined it up with my heart and thrust.

“Drak!” Lux was already kneeling beside me before I could make sense of how quickly she moved. Knowing what was coming, her hands grasped mine before I could push the dagger in completely.

She stopped me from slamming it into my heart, but I was still stronger. Life poured out of my open wound, pulsing faster with each beat, and now I’d stabbed myself again, nearly piercing my heart. Lux’s fingers, chilled and blue, cupped mine, grasping at the weapon. Her help was enough to stop me from immediately dying, but not enough to stop the slow bleed as the battle raged around us.

“I’m sorry,” I said again.

“Drak, don’t.” Her voice cracked. “You can’t die.”

“There’s nothing we can do. Silver⁠—”

“What will you do now, Drak?” Silver responded. Although I couldn’t see her, the sound of her voice made me flinch and shrink like a child facing an abusive father. “The king dies again.”

“You’re bleeding,” Lux said to her. “Save your energy.”

“Drakkar.” Silver ignored her, and her voice dripped with that taunting venom again. I wouldn’t have the power to resist it. “Push harder.”

Lux grunted, fighting my strength as I tried to push the dagger deeper. I noted the sweat beading on her brow, soaking her braid, and the open wounds on her arms. I squeezed my eyes shut and channeled the last bit of energy I had to fight off the compulsion. We became deadlocked, with our hands on the dagger and Silver free to fuck with us.

This was my end. The second one or both of us waned in strength—when the surge of battle-driven energy subsided—compulsion would win.

I didn’t want to die like this. In Lux’s arms, I couldn’t ask for more during my final breaths, but these were the arms of my wife, bloodied and bruised and broken because of me. I refused to give in to the release of death and the release of this agony until I knew she was okay.

Until I promised to find her again, in the next life, because this life was over for me. It was short and so sweet, having spent most of the last sixty-nine days from resurrection to death with her.

“Skald, baby, I’m sorry for hurting you.” I licked my lips, the sweet flavor of blood on them. My own blood tasted too good, and that sickened me even more. The shattered parts of me remained. “I’ll build you that library on our farm, but it’ll have to be in the next life. I need to tell you that before I…” I drew another agonizing breath. Closing my eyes, I soaked in the steady sound of her breathing. In this moment of peace, my thoughts sharpened, and the truth hit me with more force than any weapon. I wouldn’t survive this, but Lux could still claim victory over her sister with the help of those she could call upon. Lux didn’t have the practice and power yet to reach the other gods, but she held command over someone else who would keep her safe.

Maybe then, knowing my wife got help and escaped torment, my death would be worth it. “Lux,” I whispered. “Tell me the saga of the Valkyries.”
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Lux

My worst fear unfolded before me. A fear I didn’t even know my nerves harbored, because I didn’t see this coming. None of us did. For all the foresight in the world, I ignored the most frightening truth of all: restoring his soul didn’t fully free Drak from his maker.

Even Odin’s powers couldn’t fully erase a vampire. I’d hoped Drak’s cravings—the cracks—were superficial or only a traumatic memory, not a weapon for Silver to exploit.

I bit my lip and grunted as the pressure of Drak’s strength bore the blade deeper. It only sank a fraction deeper, but he flinched, and my well of tears flooded with the fear of losing him again.

Only our combined strength, his resistance to Silver’s compulsion, and all of my effort kept the dagger from puncturing his heart.

“What did you say?” I asked.

“The Valkyries,” he breathed. “Tell me about how Odin commands them.” My brow furrowed. Why did he want me to focus on a saga right now? Odin was definitely not something Drak wanted to hear about when his life was ending.

Which meant it was a hint.

My gaze flickered to Silver. My sister stood back from us now, with her attention rooted in compulsion. Blood vessels bulged in her throat, and her eyes narrowed. Her breath strained, either from the effort of compulsion or the wound seeping blood from her side.

Killing the king, my husband, was all that mattered to her right now. If she understood whatever Drak wanted me to do, she gave no indication.

A sickening gurgle came from his throat. Blood surrounded us—mine, his, Silver’s. I alone would survive today, and only because of my role as Odin.

“Push harder!” Silver’s screech rivaled the deafening crash of steel, the screams of dying villagers, and the sound of vampires hissing. Those left anyway. Our overwhelming number was our only hope—Vylheim, the people who had come to respect and revere Drak as their king after he broke the Blood Council. Because of him, they had a reprieve from the slaughter enacted by executioners. Because of him, they finally had access to the histories again. Because of him, they showed up, fought to their deaths, unaware that he’d fallen too.

“Skald,” he grunted. His eyes rolled up from the dagger, locking with mine and completely capturing my attention with just one look. That same look he’d given me outside our farmhouse. “Remember what I said: if I die today, I’ll have you killed by him.”

His words triggered understanding. “Soren.”

He closed his eyes as his resistance wavered. The dagger slipped deeper, and a cry ripped from my throat.

I’d been calling on the wrong person. Hel wouldn’t help me with Silver’s tainted soul, but Soren was bound to my word.

“Call for him,” he said. “He’s here. He came with me.”

“Soren!” I screamed, wasting no time. “Soren, heed Odin’s call.”

Silver laughed. “Soren? As in the castle’s thief?”

“She doesn’t know?” I whispered. Drak couldn’t respond, but the twitch of his lips answered for him. Childhood friends or not, Silver didn’t understand the depth of Soren’s abilities. He remained a secret, even from her.

Shadows appeared beside me, and when Soren materialized, he dropped to his knees beside me and reached for the dagger to help pull it out, but Drak pushed harder now with Silver throwing every ounce of her compulsion into this moment. Soren’s presence was only a threat, and Silver would meet our combined strength point by point. I needed him away from us and taking her down.

“What the fuck are you doing, Lux?” he said.

As he reached for my hold on the dagger, I shook my head and the command spilled out of me. “Go to Silver,” I said. My gut sloshed with the bitter disturbance of how similar I sounded to Silver. I forced Soren to do my bidding, like she compelled Drak. But I had no other choice.

“This is a command from the one who killed Odin and claimed his power for one of his Valkyries. I am assigning you, Soren Vinter, son of Axel Vinter, the duty of bringing Silver Quinn to the underworld. Guide her beyond. Give her to Hel.”

His throat hitched, and his jaw dropped open. Wide chestnut eyes stared at me with a gleam of disbelief, but it vanished when he blinked, replaced by a flare of determination and…excitement?

“Give it your all, Drakkar, push,” Silver demanded, and it worked. Drak yanked on the weapon with more force, penetrating deeper. A sliver more of pressure, and his heart would be eviscerated, all chances ended. He either died now, or Soren saved us.

Tears streamed down my face, blurring Soren’s face. “Please,” I whispered. “Take her soul to its end.”

“Oh, fuck yeah I’ll do that,” Soren said as he stood and bolted for Silver.

As soon as her hands flew out to block him from grabbing her, the compulsion vanished, and all the power I’d put into pulling the weapon back sent me falling back. My tailbone crashed against the cobbled stone while the dagger went clattering across the floor. Drak curled in on himself for a moment before rolling onto his back.

Soren dissipated into shadow to prevent her from fighting him. Tendrils of darkness wrapped around her neck and wrists, and he wrenched her head away from staring at us. She cried out with a growl of frustration in her struggle to free herself from the shadow, but Soren blanketed her, obscuring her from view now as she tried to compel another vampire. In seconds all trace of her vanished, except for her pleading.

“Lux,” her voice drifted from the darkness.

Soren’s shadows melted away, and he materialized behind Silver with her wrists bound behind her back, held by only one of his hands. His other hand gripped her loose tail of hair and bent her head back. Hair tightened at her scalp, and her frantic eyes met mine.

“Sister, please,” she said. “Send me to our mother in Valhalla. She died during a battle so I know she’s there. Let us be together.”

My heart skipped. Did she deserve eternity in Valhalla? Feasting and battling, and preparing for the World’s End. Did she deserve honor? My inability to die meant I couldn’t be there for our mother, so maybe my choice wasn’t about what my sister deserved. I understood how it felt to be in the afterlife without my loved one, and I didn’t want that for either of them.

“Aww, Hel’s tits.” Soren clucked his tongue. “The underworld sounds like a lot more fun.”

Something stupid within me felt sorrow for her, felt a kinship, felt love for my sister. If our mother had treated me as she did Silver, would I have done the same?

I lifted my chin to Soren. “Take her soul to Valhalla and let my mother decide where she belongs. If you read the sagas, then you know Niflheim is no punishment. That is the misguided notion I can only assume ancient vampires inspired before they wiped our histories.” I gave my sister a small smile. “You’ll see what I mean when Mother chooses the underworld for you. It’ll be out of love.”

“So we’re still going to the underworld? After Valhalla?” Soren clarified as he leaned into Silver and breathed down her neck. “This will be the best adventure.” Head tilted, he looked down at Drak now. “I’ll be back,” he said. “I swear it.”

With that, they shrouded into shadow, and I could draw a full breath again until I spotted the blood pouring from Drak’s wounds. I scrambled to rip off the loose, long-sleeved tunic I wore over a plain linen shirt, and use it as a bandage.

It was over. Drak survived, but only if I staunched the flow of blood.

“Now’s not the time to get naked, baby,” he said. His eyes were closed, his arms limp at his sides with the palms facing up at the ominous sharp stakes suspended above us. We sat inches from the altar, where the blood from his shoulder seeped out and into the carved runes.

“Now’s not the time for jokes.” I climbed to my knees and pressed the balled fabric to his chest. With a groan, he let his head fall to one side.

“Then tell me the truth, Skald,” he breathed. “Did we win?”

I ignored his question, unsure of how to answer. “Hang on, okay? Stick with me and I’ll find you help.” My eyes flicked to the altar where the strange man with the thick almond-shaded leather bunched in folds at his back. The captives Silver had standing with her at the altar had disappeared, either fled or fallen in the fight. What did she mean when she insisted they were healing our mother?

“I know you’re not afraid of the truth anymore,” he said, “so tell me. How bad is it?”

Instead, I countered with a question of my own. “What did Soren mean when he said he’ll be back?”

“To bring you to me, of course, when I die of old age.” He tried to smile, but blood seeped from the seam of his lips.

I applied pressure with all my remaining strength, desperate to stop his bleeding. If I kept him talking, I kept him alert, at least, until help came, until the last vampire fell and fate swallowed the dregs of this battle. I swept my gaze across the temple as I spoke. “You know that means you’ll die without the honor of a battle victory? You’ll be bound for Niflheim, where those who die of old age go.”

“Then I guess it’ll be a family reunion for you and your sister. Now, answer the question, baby. Did we win?”

Hundreds of bodies littered the floor. Vampires became nothing but ash, leaving the floor dusted and the air filled with it. The last of Silver’s army were only those with animal masks attempting to flee as villagers swarmed them.

“Skald?”

I looked back at him, a sad smile twisting my lips. “You’re not dead yet, Drak, and Vylheim is fighting for you to be their king. Is that winning?”

He shook his head gently and peeled his eyes open. Red shot through the veins, clouding the whites of his eyes. “Not until I build you that library.”

Something about his promise flooded me with relief. He acknowledged a future—a life together, and all at once I absorbed the truth that we were both actually alive. He was not taken from me.

Despite the fates being against us, we survived the second Battle of Sundered Sky, but only if I kept him alive.

“You’re losing too much blood,” I said.

He blinked, but the glaze of pain still coated his eyes. “Lux, have you heard of the fae?”

“You’re not making any sense, Drak.”

His tongue snaked out over his lower lip, and though his eyes closed again, he pushed out a few more words. “From the sagas. Do they ever mention winged people who can heal? Silver used to talk about them, but I thought they were just part of the stories she fabricated until I saw those captives here today. I didn’t realize they’re real…” he took a shaky breath, his head lolling. “She said she wanted wings like them so she could fly away, but she claimed only half-fae exist now. Do half-fae have wings, Skald? Do they…” He licked his lips again. “Do they still heal?” His voice faded, and my pulse stuttered with the rhythm of his words: people who heal, wings. I snapped my eyes back to that altar, stretching my neck to catch sight of the folded leather at the dead man’s back. It couldn’t be wings, could it?

Silver’s words came back to me.

My knowledge of Midgard’s history and the sagas concerning those beyond Vylheim was incomplete. I didn’t live among the sagas as she had, after growing up beneath Mara’s Keep. What had she learned that I hadn’t?

“Fae?” I whispered. I’d heard the word before, in some other lifetime, perhaps. In this life I’d seen their violet eyes and witnessed the man shouting about bloodsuckers on the shores of Mara. Our fall at the first Battle of Sundered Sky made sense now. We’d lost to powerful, preternatural people. They had won that battle, killing Rune too easily because they were full fae then, powerful, winged, and tricky to kill. And now that they were only half-fae, they were vulnerable—easy to capture. Dragged back to Vylheim by Silver’s orders, they were forced to heal my mother before being sacrificed to our gods.

It seemed my understanding of this realm would never be complete. Maybe I needed to live until the World’s End; maybe then I’d have all the sagas, not only Vylheim’s.

“Get help, baby,” he begged. “I can’t feel my body.”

It took everything within me to pull my hands off him and step back. I turned and pushed through the throng, stepping over fallen bodies in my search for someone with violet eyes. Though I doubted they’d help the kingdom that had taken them here as slaves.

Instead, a hand wrapped around my wrist, and I whipped around to the angelic sight of bright blond hair, pure eyes, and my best friend.

“You’re okay,” Stasia said.

“No, Drak is dying.” A lump lodged in my throat. “He’s losing blood. I need to find someone from West Anglor because I think—I think they’re healers.”

“Oh, Lux, they’re gone. I helped the West Anglans escape while the vampires and Grimward were busy with the battle.”

I clutched her hand. “Bring me to them, please.”

Shaking her head, she whispered, “I freed them, Lux.”

“Fuck! He doesn’t have much time.” My temples throbbed as tears stung my eyes again. “I can’t lose him. I can’t!” Grief clawed at my throat at the mere thought of our separation.

“Then we’ll do our best to treat him,” she said. “I can help. I treated many blood servants during my time at Mara’s Keep.”

It had to be enough, so I grabbed her arm and led her through the crowd as the battle subsided. Villagers cried out with their grief over fallen loved ones, but the clash of steel no longer echoed through the temple. If I couldn’t swallow back the sorrow slicing through me, I’d join the rhythm of their cries soon.

Drak lay motionless at the foot of the altar, like a sacrifice as Stasia stooped over him, scrambling at her belt for bandages and a vial of salt water to clean the wounds. She produced yarrow to amplify the cleaning, and I gnawed on my cheek, pacing at her side the entire time.

“We have to cauterize the wound now.” She looked up at me. “Take the cleanest blade you can find and grab a torch. Hurry.” I did as she said, returning with a dagger I’d wiped clean on my trousers. “Run it through the flame and then press the blade flat against both wounds.”

“Burning him?”

She nodded. “And closing the wounds.”

I gritted my molars and obeyed, slicing the dagger through fire and then pressing with all my weight against the wound at his chest and then at his shoulder.

“Now what?” I asked.

“Now we wait.”

I curled beside him among the fallen, on the runes, and in a puddle of blood as time passed, and the temple emptied of the living. The Battle for Loki’s Throne was finally over, but I couldn’t let this be Drak’s last stand. I deemed today’s fight in Loki’s name as a reminder of the gods’ chaotic hand in our lives, a reminder so that I’d never fall prey to their whims again and let them wipe my memories of my husband. Not in this life, and not in the next. After hearing the surviving people of Vylheim murmur about their freedom from Silver, my jaw unclenched.

She no longer claimed the throne; we’d won.

At some point, Stasia excused herself for food and water and left me alone to weep. I soaked his throat with whatever tears I had left within me, and if he died, I prayed Soren would return soon and kill me.

“You have a promise to keep,” I murmured, though whether it was to Drak or to the open air where Soren’s shadows once floated, I didn’t know.

A warm voice rippled with the rumble in his chest. “And a library to build.”
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Drak

9 days after the Battle for Loki’s Throne

Ifucking hated Mara’s Keep. It didn’t matter that the Blood Council no longer existed, and that Silver was gone; the blood of the vampires who’d served me still stained the outside, and within, the labyrinth of grey sent me back to the purgatory of nonexistence.

I hated every second inside these walls.

I hated that Lux was trapped here with me.

And I hated the damn throne made of shards of Mjolnir since it was a reminder of the gods who’d damned us from the ancient Battle of Sundered Sky.

Now, wounded warriors and healers filled the castle. Hundreds of people from across Vylheim occupied every room, every bed. Mara’s Keep was open to all, housing those who needed help the most right now, and Stasia oversaw it while I sat slumped on the throne, bandages wrapping my torso and shoulder so heavily that I couldn’t even pull on a shirt.

It was just me in my trousers, sitting in the coveted bronze chair, wishing I could keep the promise I swore to Lux. Though it’d be a long time until I healed enough to resume woodworking, to carve and cut and build the library she deserved.

But wishing was a waste of time. People from Torsholt, Myrr, Einnland, and of course, New Skaldir, traveled to Mara’s Keep visiting their loved ones or taking their dead home to be buried. And while here, they offered goods at my feet, while others appealed to Mara to share land and swap goods.

Finan held off letting the remaining guests into the throne room until Lux gave the okay.

“Drak,” Lux said from my side. She laid a hand on my good shoulder. “You need to eat.”

I frowned. “I don’t want food.”

“I thought your blood cravings were gone after you got stabbed.” She stared down at me with worry creasing her brow.

“They are.”

“Then what do you want?”

I smirked and shook my head. “Only one thing, and you know what that is.”

“Drak…” she whispered. “We can’t do that while you’re healing. If you’d let me suck⁠—”

“I’m talking about marrying you, Skald.” I met her gaze, interrupting her before she sent my mind to the depths of Drukna and all I could think about was her lips wrapped around my cock. She begged to pleasure me while I healed, but coming sapped my energy, and I relished the teasing that came with eating her pussy over and over and refusing to give her a taste of me yet. Her mouth fell open. “Don’t act surprised, baby. You know it’s all I’ve wanted since I first brought you into Mara’s Keep before you even went by your real name. I don’t want to sit on this throne. I want to be on my knees in front of it, next to you, sealing our blood in a real marital bond. It’s time we stopped lying, don’t you think?”

She had no words. Lux only blinked at me as her golden eyes brightened and she curled her lower lip inward to clamp down a faint smile.

“We’re giving the people of Vylheim everything except the truth,” I continued. “We haven’t been husband and wife since we were Rune and Myrah. It’s long overdue.” As I spoke, I shifted to the edge of the throne. Bolts of pain stabbed through my arm and neck and exploded across my chest. Grunting, I swallowed a cry of pain and dropped to my knees with my hip level with the seat of the throne.

“Drak…”

“Marry me, Skald. We both know you’re mine; now the rest of the world needs to know. The sagas should show a real wedding for us in this lifetime.” I took her hands in mine, ignoring the throbbing through my torso. “Marry me tonight.”

Tears welled in her eyes. “The Supplications,” she said. “We won’t address everyone’s concerns by tonight.”

“I’m taking what I want, Lux. You know this about me. Everything else can wait. Today, I’m making you mine.”

She sank to her knees across from me and, without a word, answered my plea to marry her. Grabbing my face with both hands, she kissed me until my fingers fisted in her hair. She kissed me until my cock twitched, and we both ran out of breath.

When we parted, I didn’t let go of her hair. Searching her eyes, I gave her what she wanted: a quick plan to address our present situation, and then I’d take what I needed. “Let me see nine more people, then we’ll break and prepare for tonight. You should rest.” I sucked in another breath as the ache pulsed down my arm. “We should both rest.”

“You want to keep helping them while you’re in pain?” she asked as she helped me back onto the throne.

“I want a moment alone with you without this guilt you feel for everyone waiting.”

“There’s a lot more than nine.”

I waved a lazy hand. “That’s all I can manage. I don’t have Stasia’s never-ending energy.”

She laughed. “She’s brilliant, isn’t she?”

“She’s the one who should be sitting on this throne,” I said. At that, we exchanged glances. We knew Stasia wanted to be queen, but would the throne accept her?

“Drak…what if she could?”

“It’s more of a curse than she knows.” I frowned. “You wouldn’t want to damn your friend to this fate.”

“You can let her decide.”

That sounded so fucking good. Freedom from the chains of Mjolnir, from this throne, and from this life I didn’t want. But Lux loved Stasia, and if this broke her friend, Lux would never forgive herself. She’d want to be sure Vylheim and Stasia—both—were secure.

Of course, this wasn’t her choice. It was Stasia’s, and mine; and left up to me, I’d choose Lux over this fucking kingdom every single time.

Serving the next nine villagers was excruciating. My shoulder ached and muscles flared with agony from the hours of sitting on solid bronze. The magic infused in the throne didn’t help. That constant humming left my nerves about as shot as Lux’s used to be. Being human made me feel weak and pathetic at times, but I wouldn’t trade it for bloodlust. Craving blood was a curse I never wanted back, even with the speed and strength that came with it. Nothing could take my focus from my wife now, not bloodlust and not compulsion now that Silver was gone.

Finan appeared at the door, his scarred mouth twisted down as he glanced between us. “Am I interrupting?”

A flash of Axel appeared in his place. I blinked and shook it away. Axel was dead, gone, no longer my advisor. Finan naturally filled the role without anyone having to ask, but he was no Axel despite his skills as a swordsman. He was there out of obligation, not affection for his loved ones. Finan bound himself to oaths—and even when he renounced his role—he still tried to fulfill it. Even now, he dressed like an executioner, with a weapon slung over his back and two at his hips. He served the crown because it was all he knew, and while I respected him for defecting and helping us build our army against Silver, I still didn’t know how much I trusted him. Or maybe it was my grief for Axel that twisted my view of Finan.

“No,” I finally answered. “You’re right on time.” He folded his arms, awaiting my instructions, always ready to serve and yet seemingly angry about it. “Let the Supplication guests know we’ll only see a few more today, but we invite all to return tonight.” He nodded once and turned. Before he could slip back through the double doors, I raised my voice. “Tell them to prepare for a celebration. A wedding.”

He shot us a look over his shoulder, and I thought I saw Finan smile. A true smile, not one that’d been carved onto his face from some unspoken trauma no doubt inflicted by those who forced him to become an executioner. Or maybe it was before that. Maybe a fight caused the scar, and this damned him to the Grimward. Finan’s past was a mystery, one that I didn’t have time to solve, and it wasn’t my business, anyway.

After addressing a few more villagers, we bid the rest goodbye and headed for our bedchambers—a room I’d never slept in before, and one as far away from my old bedchambers as possible. Memories haunted every hall and corner of the castle, mostly terrible, but I’d spent enough time here with Lux that glimpses of joy seeped into the darker moments too.

As I limped out of the throne room, I smirked. The more recent, pleasant memories surfaced. Our first dance after our fabricated marriage, when I saw Myrah for the first time in my mind’s eye. When she accidentally called me Rune that night, and when I carried her to the healing room to bandage her bitten throat. She’d fought so hard against my suggestion to marry her then, back when the gods twisted her every thought. I shuddered to think where I’d be if I’d given up. Likely still stupidly desperate to bend everything to my control, to show myself life had a purpose, and that purpose was power. But what good was power when I only wanted her?

“We could rest in the library,” I said, a wry smile crooking my mouth as I peered down at her.

Lux rolled her eyes up to meet mine. “On the floor?”

“We’ve done it before.” I drew a loose breath. “And something tells me we won’t be here for much longer. You should enjoy that library while you can.”

She said nothing as she led me to the highest point in Mara’s Keep. The small library stood as the only true piece of us in this whole damn building. Even my workshop felt like it belonged to a past life; one I hated. I didn’t want a life I had to escape from anymore.

I wanted to go home.

“This won’t be comfortable,” she said, spinning to face me.

I took her into my arms, refusing to wince as I wrapped her into me. “I don’t care as long as I’m with you.”

Hours later, I woke with my nose buried in her braids. Several small sections of hair were woven into tiny braids, hidden and scattered throughout the rest of her free-flowing waves. Her scent of fresh earth and juniper soothed me. My heart thumped heavily, pressing against the ache in my ribcage. The bandage there never stayed well, but the wound was healing quickly. The bruise around it, however, still painted my sternum violent shades of blue, violet, and scarlet.

I swore this was the last day I’d wake up with my heart pounding—of slamming my hand to my chest to slow the pounding beneath my ribs, and thinking nonexistence still trapped me, away from Lux, and incapable of ever reaching her.

I closed my eyes and snaked my arm around her hips, with my palm splayed on her stomach as I gently dragged her closer to me. Only then did my pulse slow, and I could breathe well enough to go on with the day.

I sat up, reality sinking back in.

“Lux…” I brushed over the loose tendrils draped around her face. Her eyes fluttered open, the haze of sleep coating them. A soft smile tilted her lips, and I couldn’t resist tipping forward and pressing a kiss to that perfect mouth of hers. “Marry me, Skald. Right now.”

“Right now,” she whispered, breathless after another kiss.

My palms and chest itched, flaming hot as I waited for right now to happen. Lux spent another hour preparing for the wedding, and every second of waiting was worth it when she walked into the throne room, skin painted with the same runes she wore at our first, real wedding.

Her hair, unbound and wild around her face, and the furious glint in her eyes, displayed a familiarity that was unmistakably Myrah’s. She was herself again, full of hope and curiosity.

Once she reached me, I took her hand and laced our fingers together. Hundreds of people crammed into the throne room to witness our wedding, but I saw none of them. Stasia barely registered in my attention as we turned to face her and then knelt before her.

This time, the blood in our vials belonged to us. This time, the seal was real. Emotion lodged in my throat, but as Stasia officiated the wedding, I managed to speak the appropriate responses.

Once we were officially bound, I leaned into Lux, holding her, kissing her, tasting her tears between our lips.

We separated at an appropriate time and faced the kingdom—all actions of a well-behaved king and queen. Next, we’d walk hand-in-hand to pour wine and dance, and once the last drop drained, the crowd would call for our consummation, with courtiers witnessing it as proof of our union. A good king would follow this routine without complaint.

But I was never a good king.

I never did what was expected, unless it was that I’d do whatever the fuck I wanted. Of course.

When we stood, I brushed my lips across the shell of Lux’s ear. “Do you trust me?”

She tilted her chin up, brow gently furrowed but with the ghost of a smile on her lips. “Always.”

“Then let me take you home.” She blinked and snapped her attention to the audience before us. “This isn’t where we belong. I’m sorry I ever brought you here, Skald, but I’m not sorry for where it has led us.”

“We’ll commence with the pouring of the wine,” Stasia announced from behind us.

My grip on Lux loosened only for the second it took to turn and meet the officiant’s gaze.

Stasia stared at me with doe eyes, wide, waiting, and wondering what the fuck I was doing.

“You wanted the throne,” I said. Her gaping mouth snapped shut, and she looked from Lux back to me. “Take it.”

“Vylheim doesn’t know me,” she said.

“Take a seat and let Mjolnir choose.”

Lux’s breath hitched. “The gods shouldn’t choose anything⁠—”

“It’s not the gods,” I said. “It’s fate. And if there’s anything I understand now, it’s fate. Lux and I found our way back to each other despite the gods. Despite Freya wanting Lux to suffer as Freya suffered when her husband strayed. The power of Mjolnir will only accept one fit to lead a kingdom, and I have no doubt about Stasia.” I turned to Lux. “What do the sagas say about Mjolnir?”

She licked her lips. “Thor’s hammer brings change. Specifically blessing the change of seasons for growth and prosperity in agriculture.”

“And what will Stasia do for Vylheim’s people?” I smirked and met the new queen’s gaze. “Feed them. Is that right?”

Stasia’s bright curls quivered as she flicked her head in a faint nod. The shock on her face faded, and she took a breath. “What happens if I sit and it’s not fate?”

“If Mjolnir is not right for you, I suspect you won’t be able to handle the hum of magic. It’s…unsettling.”

Her lips parted, and when she turned toward the throne, I took Lux’s hand and stepped away, giving Stasia space.

The entire room fell into a tense hush, confusion tinting the air as every eye watched the former servant—the woman nobody knew, and yet everyone under the castle’s roof remembered—spin around and slowly take a seat.

Stasia paused there with her arms splayed on the armrest, and her head tilted forward for a moment. Her chest didn’t rise and fall with any sort of normal rhythm, and I didn’t breathe either until she raised her head and sat tall, filling the space on the one throne of Vylheim.

Maybe it was wishful thinking, but I didn’t even wait to see if she could handle Mjolnir before I dropped to my knee again and bowed my head. This time facing the throne rather than proposing to Lux. Lux followed suit by sinking into a respectful kneel, and then Finan.

Slowly, the rest of Mara’s Keep dropped, like a wave ebbing away from the throne, bowing before their new queen. I could only breathe again when Stasia smiled.

I took Lux’s hand, squeezing it, and led her away from the one throne of Vylheim. Away from this life.

I didn’t wait around for expectations. With the wedding over, only our new life together mattered now. I made a damn promise, and I was keeping it.

I slipped my hand into my wife’s and walked out of the throne room and out of Mara’s Keep with her for the last time.
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Drak

Forty-nine days and nights passed since Stasia took the throne, and already Yggdrasil was burned to nothing but ash, just like the vampires. The people of Vylheim stripped the Hall of the Gods bare, taking its materials to build houses, and the half-fae, receiving a gift of ships, set sail for West Anglor.

I worked late into each night, using stone and timber from the old temple to rebuild Old Skaldir. Our home and the animal shelter on our farm were the first structures we restored. Next on my list was Lux’s library, with the shelves she requested I carve using the original runes that restored my soul.

She sat beside me as I dragged the drawknife across the fresh cut of birch with her palm face up and her face tilted toward the sun, eyes closed after having counted the sheep and goats, the chickens, and the cows we kept fenced on the greenery. Beyond that, we’d begun seeding crops.

From this side of the house, I had a view of the farmland and the village ruins.

“Have I told you the saga of the Serpent’s Treasure?” she asked, eyes still closed. I glanced at her scarred hand while shaving the wood and carving the same shape as the first rune she created when calling forth the first shard of my soul. “It’s about Jörmungandr.”

“Tell me,” I said, savoring every second of listening to her voice. The lilt and rhythm with which she told stories captivated me. Lost in her storytelling and the task at hand, I didn’t notice the sun had dipped below the horizon until footsteps approached and yanked me from my focus.

I straightened and squinted toward the center of the village. Among the crumbled structures, a towering figure approached, darkness shrouding his face.

Only when he pulled back the hood of his cloak did I recognize that scar. Finan stopped before us, surveying the land, the animals, and our home, and then letting his gaze fix on us.

“I bring news from Mara’s Keep and Queen Stasia,” he said.

Tension grew heavy and unpleasant in the air, mirroring the toxins that had once afflicted this place. Lux sat up, her spine pin-straight. I exchanged a look with her and then folded my arms, bracing for whatever Finan brought here to ruin the perfect peace we’d created.

“West Anglor has sent ambassadors to discuss what Vylheim owes them. After centuries of living in fear of our kingdom, they demand payment for the pain they’ve suffered as a country and as a people.”

I sucked in a breath and stared at my wife. “She wants us to take up our swords and shields again.”

“No,” Finan said. I flicked my attention back to him. His stern face confirmed his words. He wasn’t here to ask us to fight or lead an army, so our peace was protected. Hel, I could only hope. I was the vulnerable one, able to die from a battle, while Lux lived until Ragnarok. Though Soren swore to return for her—for us—and we’d move onto the afterlife together, I wasn’t ready to give up this life on our farm yet. “The queen has a message for you: even though West Anglor attacked this land long ago, the half-fae kingdom now considers it gone from this world—uninhabitable and forgotten. Queen Stasia asks that you till this land to the best of your abilities, welcome refugees from the rest of Vylheim, and in return, we will deny any recorded updates of this place. As far as the rest of Midgard knows, nobody can survive here. They’re terrified of it and our gods after what their ancestors witnessed at The Battle of Sundered Sky.”

Lux snorted. “At least the gods were good for something.” I flashed her a wicked grin as Finan continued.

“Queen Stasia has deemed this land Vylheim’s sanctuary and refused to give it a name to protect the secrecy. She asks that you preserve this farmland and secure the records of Vylheim’s people here. Delivery from Mara’s Keep will come within a fortnight. She expects you to safeguard all runestones, parchments, and books from the castle’s libraries here. Your duty is to keep them safe. We will wall off this land for increased protection and to reinforce the belief that it is uninhabitable. Only those sent to live here for their protection will be given entry, but that also means that you may never leave. You don’t actually have a choice, but she asked me to say this: do you accept the queen’s demands?”

I gnawed my lower lip, biting back my instantaneous yes. Of course I’d accept this life.

“Yes,” Lux said. “Tell the queen I’ll gladly do this for her and for Vylheim.”

I lifted my chin toward her. “Whatever my wife wants.” When Finan nodded and turned, I spoke up to stop him from leaving. “On one condition,” I said. He stopped but did not face us, only twisting his head and pointing his ear toward me. Even from this angle, that nasty scar reaching to his earlobe resembled a disturbing smile. “You must grant Soren the half-Valkyrie entry at any point. He owes me.”

Finan nodded. “Understood.” With that, he strode away, and the haze of dusk swallowed him quicker than I expected.

After finishing the carving, I admired it briefly before following Lux inside our home. I came up behind her, wrapping my arms around her stomach, and tucking my head beside hers. “I’ll have to build a lot more shelves for that delivery.”

She laughed and melted against me. “Good thing we have a lifetime to build them.”

“A lifetime together. Just us.”

I ran my hand over her breasts and paused at her collarbone. I traced the bone and trailed my finger up the curve of her neck. Old scars riddled her throat. Her vein pulsed there with the life flowing through her, but I didn’t crave her blood. Instead, I wanted to taste her lips, her tongue, and drink the slickness between her legs. I wanted to make her moan and beg for me.

It was as if all the cracks in my soul had sealed. All scars vanished. Though that wasn’t possible. I’d always have the memory of my time as a vampire, and maybe that meant in the next life, I’d remember this one. I wouldn’t have to fight to remember my identity as Rune and that my fate was Myrah.

I could only hope.

I sucked a breath through my teeth and dropped my mouth to her neck. Her head fell back against my chest, where the scar from Silver’s dagger had healed weeks ago.

“Drak,” she whispered.

“Call,” I paused the sentence to kiss her jaw. “Me.” I kissed the soft flesh behind her ear. “By.” My teeth grazed her earlobe. “My.” Pressing my mouth to her temple, my breath caught as my heart danced. Gratitude flooded me, along with desire. “Real name.”

“Rune.” The word escaped, full of need and lacking breath. My cock twitched at the sound of my name on my wife’s lips.

“Tell me what to do, Skald. Give me the story of how I will fuck you.”

Her small laugh slipped into the haze of lust, thick and heady between us. “Get on your knees.”

I smirked. “I thought you didn’t want to be queen.” As I dropped to my knees, I shoved her skirts up and stared up at her, waiting.

Her fingers sank into my hair. “I’m your queen.”

“Yes, baby, always.”

“Use your mouth. Like the first time you pleasured me.”

“Hmm.” I pressed a wicked grin against the inside of her thigh as wetness trickled between her legs. Hel, she must be craving me, and I couldn’t fucking wait to give her my everything. “You liked that, huh?”

“Yes,” she breathed.

“But I used your need for information to get a taste of you.”

Another laugh broke the tension, and I wanted to listen to her joy every day for the rest of my life. “I got information and an orgasm. I think I used you, my love. Even if I had to wait for the pleasure a little too long.”
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A stupid smile swept across my face as I buried my face between her legs. I trailed my tongue over her core, relishing my wife’s scent. Her legs shook as I swirled the tip at her clit. Her thighs grew slicker, and I licked evidence of her pleasure, wanting more and more of her laughter, of her desire, her need for me.

I ate her until her knees buckled and she collapsed onto my shoulders, which was my sign to carry her to our bed.

I threw her down, her limbs weak and eyes glazed and reflecting the same greed building up inside me. “My gods, you’re so perfect.”

Gripping her hips, I yanked her to the edge of the bed. My knees dug into the wooden floorboards, but I didn’t care. My thumbs imprinted at the edge of her stomach and I hooked my fingers into her waist, burying them too deep into her skin, but unable to stop as I slammed her onto my cock. Breathlessness, and all that came with pure, potent pleasure, rippled throughout my entire body.

She cried out, something between my name and begging for more, so I buried my cock deeper, fucking her harder and harder while commanding her to play with herself.

Touch your clit, Skald.

Pinch your nipples.

Beg for me again.

She did as I bid until she came undone all over my cock. I almost couldn’t hold back, but I bit my lip, remembering the sting of my fangs into my flesh. Now though, it was gone, and I had to toss my mind onto something else; battle, the unsettling magic of Mjolnir, anything to keep from exploding inside of her. I wasn’t done with her yet. I needed to make her come again, and feel her wetter and more desperate.

“That’s my girl,” I breathed. “Come again.”

“I will,” she said. “On top of you.”

She pulled away from me, and I ached for her warmth on my cock. On her knees, she crawled up to me at the edge of the bed and then straightened, her mouth meeting mine, her hand curling around my throat.

When I let her push me down, climb on top of me, and sit on my cock, I couldn’t handle watching her ride me. I couldn’t handle the way she rocked her hips in time with my breaths. I couldn’t handle watching my queen on her throne long enough to make her come again.

Tension sent me to the edge. Veins strained in my neck, and I gripped her hips so hard I worried I’d break her bones. It felt too good, too perfect, and I didn’t want this to end. I never wanted our life together to end.

“Lux, Myrah,” I said between breaths. “Slow down.”

“No. Your pleasure will be mine.” She barely got the words out as her hips ground against me.

I tilted my head back and bit my tongue, refusing to stop her again. Then, meeting her gaze, I came. Hard. Something stung my eyes as pleasure overwhelmed me. I filled her, enjoying the delicious friction as her body writhed around my cock.

“Damn,” I breathed as she fell against my chest. “I love you so much, Skald.”

“I love you in every lifetime,” she whispered.

I curled my arms around her and played with her hair until sleep came. Dreams taunted me with images of her and our life together. If being with her was only a dream, reality was my nightmare. We’d never found each other. She’d given up on my soul. I was still in the grey, lost without her.

When I woke hours later, sweaty and messy, and not caring that we smelled of sex, I tried to shed these anxious thoughts. I clutched her and pulled her closer until my heart slowed and I finally believed this was real. We lived in peace. We were together.

I’d live the rest of this life with my wife, and this was all I wanted.

As dawn light filtered in through our window, I woke again to her stirring beside me. We spoke of the farm and of the task given to us by Queen Stasia. Later, we discussed which part of the village to restore next, before I had to bring up the only problem still nagging at me.

“I’m sorry my mortality damns you too,” I said.

Her brow furrowed and eyes searched mine. “Don’t say you’re sorry. You’re human again.”

“And you’re a god.”

“Not fully. I don’t have the centuries in this role that Odin did. I can’t rule Valhalla or decide the tides of war.”

“Not yet.”

“That’s not something I ever want.” Her throat worked a swallow, and her gaze wandered before her eyes found me again. “I only want to be with you.”

“Soren will take care of that,” I assured her, and when a smile ghosted across her face, I knew she believed it too. I cupped her jaw and pulled her onto me. After a slow kiss, she twisted and pressed her back against my chest. “Tell me something,” I said, though I already knew the answer because I knew my wife inside and out, and she wasn’t telling me everything. “You can call upon Hel now, can’t you?” She hummed; the vibration confirmed what I already suspected. As her power in Odin’s role grew, she could command Loki’s daughter to a new assignment just as Odin had given her the task to oversee the underworld. “So why not release Soren from the task and replace him with Hel?”

“Because Soren wanted the adventure.” The quiver in her voice said enough. I knew my wife inside and out.

“That’s not all.”

She inhaled sharply. “No. She’s my sister, Drak. Even though it was awful, all she wanted was for our mother to apologize. She wanted to believe Mother loved her.”

That was when I understood. Lux never intended to damn her sister. Not when she hid beneath the hatch under their childhood bed, and not when she told Soren to take her to the underworld.

“You think he’ll never make it to the underworld,” I said.

She nodded, the back of her head pressing into my sternum. “I know. I looked into his future.”

“And what did you see?”

“His child…” she paused for a shaky breath. “And hers.”
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Lux

59 years later

Agoat bleats outside. Life carries on in the unnamed village built by my husband’s hands while I sit beside him at the center of the library. His eyes are closed, listening to the erratic beat of my heart as it breaks.

His breaths come in short bursts, and I don’t think he has the energy to open his eyes one last time. He’s lost most of his sight anyway, and where his eye was once scarred by a witch’s weapon, both of his eyes are now coated in pale grey that blankets the piercing blue of his youth.

I brush the overgrown hair back from his face. Thick white hair tumbles over my shoulders, and his head is covered with a silver sheen, hair still full. Wrinkles crease our lips with lines from decades of smiling. The sun took its toll with damage spots across our foreheads, and by dragging our cheeks heavy, but joy always lifts our faces back to the memory of a life long ago.

How long it has been since we spent even an hour apart, and now, in death, I refuse to part with him.

I’ll follow him into the afterlife.

I whisper my prayers to the fates that Soren shows up. That he’s still alive.

The bustle of conversation in the village doesn’t always reach our farm, but today it drifts this direction on the breeze, and though walls surround this land, it’ll never block Drukna’s scent of salt and brine. Since Yggdrasil was burned, Vylheim’s shores will always be coveted for the catch. Fish are abundant, but we remain far enough inland that Queen Stasia’s promise holds true. West Anglor came for revenge, but our little corner of Midgard stayed free of bloodshed.

The end of our lives is a far cry from how mine began, and from what Drak suffered in Mara’s Keep and under King Roderic. Life on a farm, surrounded by sagas, is quiet. Perfect.

Surrounded by love.

I bend forward, lying beside him on the rug. Shelves stand tall around us, their secrets kept for the rest of our lives, only to be released upon his death—and my soul’s movement. Queen Stasia had chosen a curator of the sagas long ago, and I know she’ll arrive within the next few days. Days after we’ve died.

After he has died.

Curling up at his side, I drape my arm over his chest. When he grew too warm, I stripped off his tunic and left him bare at his torso with his scar exposed to nobody but me and the books.

His breathing becomes more rapid, and my heart skips.

“Don’t leave me,” I whisper into the hollow of his throat. “Not yet. Soren isn’t here.” Tears prick my eyes, but I don’t cry yet. I have no reason to, unless Soren didn’t survive long enough to keep his promise.

And then I’ll be trapped here.

I’ll be back to where I once was as Myrah, watching Rune taken to Valhalla while Freya split us apart for her own entertainment.

“Please,” I beg. “I love you, Drak.”

His breath rasps and he peels his lips apart, tilting his head toward me. “In every lifetime.”

I can’t stop my tears from dripping over his neck because he doesn’t know that Soren isn’t here yet. He’s not fully aware of anything but my presence.

His wheezing only makes my chest tighten. I can’t breathe, so I squeeze my eyes shut and project my foresight. My power is so much stronger that I can see beyond lifetimes. I’ve practiced looking further and further into the future, beyond the barriers of death and into rebirth, but sometimes this power drives me into the past. Sometimes, in my exhaustion and old age, I slip backward and see the past instead of the future.

The goat’s cry fades away along with the noise of the village. I block out his breathing and the sound of my thundering pulse, and the foresight takes me away from the present.

All that surrounds me now is the grey of Mara’s Keep. I’m witnessing young women dance for a king—a vampire king, and suddenly I know this isn’t called Mara’s Keep yet. The castle is called The Mara, and though this is Vylheim, it’s ancient with a different king on the throne long before King Roderic’s reign. The monster on the throne is unrecognizable and sickening as he pins his gaze on a dancer I somehow know is named Lottie.

A hand slips into mine, and I’m swept onto the dance floor. Drak smirks at me, though he doesn’t go by Drak in this life. Instead, he’s Jayce, and I’m Abi. His crooked grin says something about how he can’t keep his hands off me, rules be damned, he’s going to risk it all. He’s going to risk his job serving in the castle just to touch me.

I smile, but tension buzzes at the back of my neck, signaling that this isn’t the future. My sight has slipped into the past, as confirmed by the vampire on the throne revealing a single fang with a nasty grin. I let my sight of this former life dissipate.

In the present, Drak still breathes, but he’s dying in my arms.

I look away, shut my eyes, and let my foresight take over my senses again.

Snow encases us in a private moment. He stands across from me, holding my hands, smiling as he takes me to be his wife. Even here, my fingers are blue, and he promises to keep me warm for the rest of this life, knowing—remembering—how Freya damned my heart, deep enough to reach my soul and stretch across lifetimes. We’re married under heavy snowfall, surrounded by friends and family, and now I know I’m in the future. None of our past lives, except the first life, reached marriage.

The foresight takes me to another lifetime, maybe two hundred years after the present. I cry as a child dies within me. But he’s there to comfort me. We never tried to have children, but we would have loved our son or daughter if they’d survived. Life is imperfect and dark, but we’re together. It never gets so bad that we’re ripped apart again.

The next life takes me to an unrecognizable place, maybe West Anglor, maybe somewhere else in Midgard. The land is so lush that food drops into my hand as I harvest apples from thick trees. Hands close over my eyes, shadowing everything, and I smell birch and Maplewood on him. Drak drops his hands to my waist and tells me about the castle he’s building, one without a stitch of grey, all warm colors with the same wood he smells of.

Finally, it’s much later, a lifetime even further into the future, and I’m on a ship somewhere in the middle of the ocean. It’s massive, nothing like the longships we traveled across Drukna in. This ship is something different; barely rocking with the sway of the sea. The deck could hold a hundred people, with ample space below for entire rooms and months’ worth of food.

I stand at the helm with a mist of the salty ocean coating my face. Someone comes up beside me, his hand lays over mine as I’m hooked onto the edge of the ship. I tear my eyes from the foamy waves crashing below us and look at him. Drak. He’s returned to his first name, Rune.

“Six hundred years after you killed Odin and sent the gods running, and somehow their monsters are still fucking here in Midgard,” he says as he shakes his head. “Don’t stand too close to the edge. I can’t lose you to Jörmungandr after we just got married.” A smirk, so familiar and beautiful, crooks his mouth.

Six hundred years. We’re alive, together, even six hundred years later.

I pry my hands off the boat and face him, wrapping my arms around his neck. “You’re stuck with me. In every lifetime.”

I don’t witness our kiss as a voice rips me from my foresight, and I’m plunged back into the present moment where Drak and I have aged.

My eyes crack open, and the library fills in around me. Drak’s chest is stagnant, not rising and falling. His eyes remain shut.

“Drak?” I say. Who called to me, if not him?

“Lux,” the voice says again, distinctly female.

I snap my head to my other side to find a girl I only vaguely recognize crouched beside me with her hand stretched out. With her deep brown eyes and that unique shade of umber flecked with auburn rippling through her braids, I recognize her as the young woman my foresight saw so many years ago. Her dimples are the perfect resemblance to her father.

“Come with me,” she says, twining her fingers through mine. “We’re going to Valhalla.”

I lick my lips and try to speak, but my voice is so quiet. “Are you Soren’s daughter?” It’s all I can manage, and gratitude floods me once I know she heard me.

“My name is Lexa.”

She gently peels me away from Drak, but my heart stings as I let go of him. “I can’t,” I breathe. “I can’t leave him.”

“We’re going to him.”

As she lifts me off the floor, I search her face, seeing within it one I know all too well. She looks so much like her.

“Lexa,” I repeat.

“It’s Axel backwards.” She laughs. “My mother was okay with it as long as it sounded close enough to your name.” She glances down at Drak’s body. “Are you ready? This is your death, Lux. As my father promised, your soul will move on.”

I follow her gaze, tears abruptly blurring everything. My husband swims in my sight, but I nod to answer her question, never taking my eyes off him as she pulls me away from him and toward him at the same time.

I whisper my last words to him until we meet again. “I’ll see you in the next life.”

[image: ]


Thank you for reading.

To see more of Lux and Drak/Myrah and Rune in their other lifetimes, they will crossover into spin-offs about Soren and Silver, Finan and Stasia, Lottie and a fae executioner, Lexa and an unnamed MMC, as well as new characters that introduced in a pirate elements from Lux and Drak's lifetime 600 years into the future.

The next book is set in Vylheim 300 years in the past: Blood Guardian Beloved.

Touching her is forbidden.

Removing his mask is forbidden.

But he does. For her. So she can read his lips.

Please consider leaving a review at your favorite place to purchase books! Also, a share with your friends who love badass FMCs and their possessive MMCs would be greatly appreciated. 
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To stay up to date on new releases and connect with me on social media under Elsa Frey Romantasy. I love to hear from readers, so please slide into my DMs and chat about books! If you'd like to learn about my cozy fantasy books and follow me there, look for Author Emily Fluke on Tiktok, Instagram, Threads, and more.
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